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ABSTRACT

Disposizione scenica per l’opera Simon Boccanegra: an insight into Verdi’s
sense of drama and a valuable tool for contemporary performance
by

Giordana Rubria Fiori

Advisor: Scott Burnham
The purpose of this dissertation is twofold: while it aims to provide a valuable tool for performers
and all artists involved in a production of Simon Boccanegra, it also simultaneously explores and
outlines several instances in which Verdi’s all-encompassing idea of drama shapes and directs this
opera.
Throughout this process, the disposizione scenica to Simon Boccanegra constitutes the central
document that connects the practical and the aesthetic perspective of this dissertation. Each chapter
is dedicated to a different character of Simon Boccanegra, allowing the reader to follow each
character on a journey through the opera as it is presented in the disposizione scenica. For each
character I have outlined a few nodal points in the plot that are relevant to their psychological
evolution or to the dramatic unfolding of the opera in general. The analyses of these moments of the
opera offered the opportunity to point out practical examples of Verdi’s dramatic conception and of
the way in which the single components of the opera (music, vocality, and staging) are molded and
directed towards a single desired dramatic effect.
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INTRODUCTION

More than any other genre, opera requires the synergy and collaboration of many different arts
and of craftsmanship at the highest level. The contact between so many different artistic grounds
has not always been balanced, and opera has seen different personalities and artistic components
prevailing over others throughout its entire history.
In this context, when seen from our modern perspective, the idea of a disposizione scenica of
a work that belongs to the repertoire such as Simon Boccanegra can at first sound uninteresting. We
are used to viewing every operatic production as a new interpretation of the work, a new reading
that comes with a renovation of the visual aspects of the work; so why would such a document be
appealing to us?
As a matter of fact, the idea of a published text with all the necessary details to produce the
opera is a product of the Romantic idea of theatre. The importance attributed at the time to historical
accuracy in the visual aspects of the production of a work, made such texts essential and equally as
important as the music. Such a text would enable the reproduction of the same setting as the premiere
in any house at any time, with or without the composer.
The practice of the livrets de mise en scène started at the Opéra in Paris around the end of the
1830s, with the complex staging required by the massive grand opéras; the visual aspects of a work
were also more and more seen as a fundamental and inalterable part of the composition. The practice
soon extended to the Opéra-Comique and to other houses in Paris. The first part of the nineteenth
century was also the time when the concept of repertoire began to take hold in opera and successful
works had to be reproduced in different houses in the seasons following the première. 1

1

Marian Smith, The “Livrets de mise-en-scène” of Donizetti’s Parisian operas, in Francesco Bellotto (ed.), L’opera
teatrale di Gaetano Donizetti: Proceedings of the International Conference on the Operas of Gaetano Donizetti (Bergamo,
Comune di Bergamo, Assessorato allo Spettacolo, 1993), pp. 371-391
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In Italy, where a moderate version of the Romantic ideals had gotten a foothold, the few
disposizioni sceniche (mainly published by Ricordi) did not enjoy significant popularity. The idea
of the disposizioni sceniche was most likely introduced by Verdi, who had taken advantage of them
during his first stay in Paris in 1847. Although Verdi had started to take interest in the mise en scène
at least starting from Attila, the first disposizione to be published in Italy was that of Verdi’s
Giovanna di Guzman (1855), the Italian version of Les Vêpres Siciliennes.
The publication of the disposizione scenica to Simon Boccanegra was announced in the
Gazzetta Musicale di Milano in May 1883. The fact that they had been written two years after the
première of the revised version of the opera is not surprising. It was common practice for Verdi to
wait for his works to be performed under his supervision before writing the document that would be
useful for others. In fact, the disposizione to Simon Boccanegra came relatively early compared to
other works (after only one production at La Scala in 1881), probably because the composer could
sense the degree to which the success of this specific opera relied and depended on the roles being
acted out correctly and effectively,2 and on a very precise mise en scène. Verdi required complete
control over every aspect of the creative process: libretto, choice of the cast, music, and realization
of the scenic apparatus, because he viewed the latter as part and parcel of the musical drama.
This quotation from a letter to Camille Du Locle (December 8, 1869), is just one of many
instances in which Verdi stated his all-encompassing conception of the drama from the very start of
his creative process, but also his idea of an opera as a union of arts that worked together towards the

2

This is evident already in a letter sent to Ricordi on November 11 1880, as the composer was starting the revision process
of the opera:
“O le opere pei Cantanti o i Cantanti per le opere”. Vecchio assioma che nissun impresario ha mai saputo praticare, e senza
del quale non vi è successo possibile in Teatro. […] Il vostro baritono deve essere un giovine. Avrà voce, talento,
sentimento finchè volete, ma non avrà mai la calma, la compostezza, e quella certa autorità scenica indispensabile per la
parte di Simone. È una parte faticosa quanto quella del Rigoletto, ma mille volte più difficile. Nel Rigoletto la parte è fatta,
e con un po' di voce e di anima si può cavarsela bene. Nel Boccanegra la voce e l'anima non bastano.” Letter from Verdi
to Ricordi, November 20th, 1880. In Marcello Conati and Natalia Grilli, Simon Boccanegra di Giuseppe Verdi. (Musica e
spettacolo.) Milan: Ricordi, 1993, p. 17.
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achievement of a common dramatic effect:

“[I want] that the artists sing not in their own way, but rather in mine; all in all, I want everything to depend
on me, and that only one will power dominate everything: my own. This might seem a little tyrannical!...and
maybe it is true. However, if the opera is spontaneous, the Idea is One, and everything must contribute to the
shaping of it. 3

As the modern criteria of theatrical interpretation and the theories of Gordon Craig and
Adolphe Appia (among others) made their way in Italy, this idea began to be felt as old fashioned
and the disposizioni sceniche fell into disuse,4 and it was not until recently that scholars have
rediscovered their precious value.
Today, amidst the vast amount of scholarly work that has been written on Verdi and on his
operas, the value of such a document as the disposizione scenica, although initially underestimated,
has been widely recognized by opera scholars.
Indeed, H. Robert Cohen’s research on French staging manuals, which brought to the
publication of two extensive volumes,5 and David Rosen’s research on Verdi’s disposizioni

3

Letter from Verdi to Camille Du Locle, Genoa December 8th 1869, in Marcello Conati and Giuseppe Verdi, Interviste e
incontri con Verdi, Milan: Il Formichiere, 1980, p. 60-62: 61.
4
“The nineteenth-century idea of the first performance as a reproducible model disappeared during the 1920s, or more
precisely after Adolphe Appia's staging of Tristan und Isolde at La Scala in the 1922/ 23 season. From this time, the director
in Italy begun to asserts himself no more as someone who coordinates movements on the stage but as an interpreter of the
dramatic action. With this introduction of director as a creative personality and the new way of conceiving the stage
productions, the staging book stopped being produced since the model was not needed anymore.” (Laura Citti, “The "messa
in scena" of the Casa Musicale Sonzogno: An Iconography of Stage Direction at the End of the Nineteenth Century”, Music
in Art , Spring–Fall 2009, Vol. 34, No. 1/2, Music, Body, and Stage: The Iconography of Music Theater and Opera (Spring–
Fall 2009), pp. 245-253: 253.)
5

Robert H. Cohen, and Marie-Odile Gigou, eds. 1986. Cent Ans de Mise En Scène Lyrique En France, ca. 1830–1930.
La Vie Musicale En France Au XIXe Siècle. Stuyvesant: Pendragon Press; Robert H. Cohen, Dix Livrets de Mise En
Scène Lyrique Datant Des Créations Parisiennes, 1824-1843. La Vie Musicale En France Au XIXe Siècle. Stuyvesant:
Pendragon Press, 1998.
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sceniche,6 were a landmark in the studies on the subject, and the first detailed scholarly works on
production books.
The volume edited by Fabrizio della Seta and Pierluigi Petrobelli as a result of the 1996
congress of Verdian studies is completely devoted to the staging of Verdi and contains outstanding
contributions by Marcello Conati, Roger Parker, Olga Jesurum, Pierluigi Petrobelli and Mercedes
Viale Ferrero among others.7 Specifically, Roger Parker questions the idea that the livrets de mise en
scène represent the authentic staging of an opera, and that an authentic staging might even exist.
The use and validity of the disposizione scenica in performance practice is further analyzed in
the volume Verdi in performance edited by Alison Lathman and Roger Parker.8 James Hepokoski’s
“Staging Verdi’s Operas: The Single ‘Correct’ Performance” and the subsequent responses by Andrew
Porter, David Rosen, Harold Powers, John Rosselli, and Mike Ashman, offer different perspectives on
the validity of these production books for modern performances. In particular, Hepokoski’s reflection
on the commercial nature of the disposizione can be connected to a later contribution by Alessandra
Campana, who thoroughly analyzes the relationship between performance and audience in her volume
Opera and Modern Spectatorship: Opera in Late Nineteenth-Century Italy, and connects the adoption
of the disposizioni to the music publishers’ ability to regulate the opera industry, which depended not
only on the manipulation of the audience’s taste through the press, but also through an ownership,
printing, and management of the scores.9
6

David Rosen, "The Staging of Verdi‘s Operas. An Introduction to the Ricordi disposizioni sceniche", in International
Musicological Society. Report of the Twelfth Congress, Berkeley 1977. ed. Daniel Heartz and Bonnie Wade, Kassel,
Bärenreiter, 1981, pp. 444-53; reprinted in Italian translation, "La mess‘in scena delle opere di Verdi. Introduzione alle
`disposizioni sceniche' Ricordi", in La drammaturgia musicale, ed. Lorenzo Bianconi, Bologna, Il Mulino, 1986, pp.
209-22.
7
La realizzazione scenica dello spettacolo verdiano: Atti del Congresso Internazionale di Studi, Parma, 28–30 settembre
1994. Ed. by Pierluigi Petrobelli and Fabrizio Della Seta. Parma: Istituto Nazionale di Studi Verdiani, 1996.
8
Hepokoski, James, Hepokoski. “Staging Verdi’s Operas: The Single, ‘Correct’ Performance.” Verdi in Performance.
Ed. by Alison Latham and Roger Parker. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2001: 11–20. Responses
follow on p. 23–26. Hepokoski’s paper is republished in Music, Structure, Thought: Selected Essays, 125–34. Farnham
and Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009.
9
Campana Alessandra. Opera and Modern Spectatorship in Late Nineteenth-Century Italy, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2018.
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The critical edition of the disposizione to Simon Boccanegra is published by Ricordi and
curated by Marcello Conati, Natalia Grilli, Mercedes Viale Ferrero, and Francesco Degrada.10 It
contains both versions of the original libretto and a copy of the Disposizioni sceniche. The scenic
apparatus, costumes and props are also reproduced and analyzed by Natalia Grilli. The work is
extremely thorough and complete, and contains a precious bibliography of Verdian studies on Simon
Boccanegra and on Verdi performance practice. Conati’s essay on the disposizione starts from the
genesis, composition and mise en scène of the first version of the opera in 1857, tracing the different
stages of the creative process through Verdi’s letters to his librettist Piave and Ricordi. Conati then
gives an account of the first performances of the opera in Italy and then continues to trace the genesis
of the revision and second version of the opera, this time through the correspondence between Verdi
and Boito, the second poet to intervene on the libretto. A brief account of the first performances of the
opera in its new version is followed by a very detailed account of the scenic apparatus for both versions
of the opera.
Another very relevant source of information on Verdi performance practice is the transcript of
the talks of the round table Verdi’s thoughts on interpretation.11 Specifically, Conati’s article Se
l’opera è di getto, l’idea è una12 is extremely insightful on the way Verdi chose the singers for his
operas in the different phases of his career as a composer. Conati also gathers significant information
from Verdi’s letters about the style of singing that he required from his performers, as well as his ideas
on the staging and visual aspects of his works. This article effectively reveals Verdi’s all-encompassing
idea of drama, and his idea that all the different artistic components that are brought together in the
production of an opera should work towards the achievement of the same dramatic effect for the opera

10

Marcello Conati and Natalia Grilli, Simon Boccanegra di Giuseppe Verdi. (Musica e spettacolo.) Milan: Ricordi, 1993.
In Marvin, Roberta Montemorra, Marco Marica, and Fabrizio Della Seta, eds. 2003. Verdi 2001. Firenze: Leo S.
Olschki.
12
Marcello Conati, “Se l’opera è di getto l’idea è una”, Verdi 2001 : atti del Convegno internazionale = proceedings of
the international Conference, Parma, New York, New Haven, 24 gennaio-1. febbraio 2001, 353–84.
11

5

to be successful. The article also addresses Verdi’s ideas on conducting and conductors, as well as his
aversion to transpositions and cuts.
Within the transcript of the round table Performing Verdi’s operas today, David Lawton and
Antonio Rostagno’s contributions shed further light on how our idea and reception of the Verdian
repertoire is based on the prejudice that his operas must be performed today as they were at the time
they were composed.13 Both Rostagno and Lawton conclude with a position in between a contextual
and a textual approach to the issue.
However, not much has been said about how we can practically relate the disposizione scenica
to our experience as modern performers, and how we can make the most out of it without clipping our
wings as interpreters. This dissertation aims to fill this gap and suggest a possible solution that neither
slavishly follows the indications on the document nor puts it aside as a merely historical piece of
evidence.
Indeed, the disposizione scenica to Simon Boccanegra constitutes the central document that
connects the practical and the aesthetic perspective of this dissertation. As far as performance practice
is concerned, this thesis aims to provide a valuable tool for performers and all artists involved in a
production of Simon Boccanegra. By using the disposizione as a structural framework and a way into
the opera and the characters, the reader is immediately able to grasp the idea that there was and should
be no rivalry or hierarchy between the different artistic components of an opera, but rather that they
all work together towards the realization the same dramatic idea. The first-hand awareness of this
principle would be extremely beneficial to the opera business today, as the power structure embedded
within it often creates an imbalance, much to the detriment of the overall effectiveness of a production.
At the same time, and through the lenses of the disposizione scenica, this dissertation also explores

13

Antonio Rostagno, “Eseguire le opere di Verdi ieri: Intorno a Simon Boccanegra.” Verdi 2001: Atti del convegno
internazionale—Parma, New York, New Haven— 24 gennaio–1 febbraio 2001. Ed. by Fabrizio Della Seta, Roberta
Montemorra Marvin, and Marco Marica. Florence: Olschki, 2003,2:759–86.
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and outlines several instances in which Verdi’s all-encompassing idea of drama shapes and directs this
opera.
As a matter of fact, the disposizione to Simon Boccanegra is not only a source of information
on the visual aspect of the opera, but rather and most of all a real completion of the musical text. All
the indications that are given are strictly related to the musical text and mostly suggested by or
dependent upon it.
In many passages of the text Verdi talks about the style of singing in terms of dynamics,
intention and color of the voice, especially in an opera like Simon Boccanegra, where many parts
are intended to be sung pianissimo or whispered. While it is common to think of Verdian voices as
very powerful and with a piercing ring, in fact, especially after Rigoletto, the vocality of the roles is
completely related to and dependent upon the character in question.14
The color of the voice and the kind of agogics stem from the tinta of the dramatic moment. The
prologue of Simon Boccanegra, for instance, which happens almost entirely in the darkness or in
the shadow, is rich in remarks such as “This dialogue must be said undertone”15, “subdued”16, or
“with great mystery”.17 The disposizione also integrates and explains the stage directions given on
the score, which makes it an even more valuable resource for coaches and singers who wish to work
on this opera.
Verdi was very well aware about how unusual the tinta18 or colorito generale19 of this opera

14

Conati pg 57, cfr. Gerardo Guccini La drammaturgia dell’attore nella sintesi di Giuseppe Verdi, in “Teatro e Storia”,
IV, 7, ottobre 1989, pp.245-82.
15
Verdi and Ricordi, Disposizione scenica, p. 4
16
Verdi and Ricordi, Disposizione scenica, p. 5
17
Verdi and Ricordi, p. 5
18
Basevi, Abramo. Studio Sulle Opere Di Giuseppe Verdi. Edited by Ugo Piovano. Milano: Rugginenti, 2001.
Concerning the concept of tinta see Noske, Frits Rudolf. The Signifier and the Signified: Studies in the Operas of Mozart
and Verdi. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990, pp. 294-308
19
Basevi, Abramo. Studio Sulle Opere Di Giuseppe Verdi, pp. 114-115
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is, both in its original and in its revised version.20 The work has a dark tinta throughout, and its
success and ability to reach the audience heavily relies on the quality of the acting out of the
characters, probably more than in other works that have a more direct dramatic impact.
Each chapter of this dissertation is dedicated to a different character of the opera, allowing the
reader to follow each character on a journey through the opera as it is presented in the disposizione
scenica. Although an English translation of the disposizione exists in the outstanding collection of
documents on Simon Boccanegra by Hans Busch, I have chosen to make my own.21 For each role I
have outlined a few nodal points in the plot that are relevant to their psychological evolution or to
the dramatic unfolding of the opera in general. The analyses of these moments offers the opportunity
to point out practical examples of Verdi’s dramatic conception and of the way in which the single
components of the opera (music, vocality, and staging) are molded and directed towards a single
desired dramatic effect.
Although Simon Boccanegra is one of many works by Verdi that are accompanied by
disposizioni, I believe that focusing on this opera in particular can be a cause for reflection on
interpretation and performance for all the artistic personalities involved in a production. I hope that
this dissertation will facilitate an organic, all-encompassing vision of Simon Boccanegra in a
modern context, further confirming Verdi’s idea:
[…] Boccanegra is not inferior to other operas that were luckier than this one, just
because it requires a more refined performance and an audience who is willing to listen.22

20

A similar comment applies to Macbeth, which was also revised (1847-1865)
Giuseppe Verdi and Hans Busch, Verdi's Otello and Simon Boccanegra (revised version) in letters and documents.
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988
22
Letter from Verdi to Tito Ricordi, February 4 1859, in I copialettere, p. 557. All the translations to English in this
dissertation are mine unless otherwise indicated.
21
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CHAPTER ONE
Verdi’s idea of drama

I do not deny that there is beautiful music that is effective, albeit with mediocre performers. Indeed
this music exists, but there is also another kind of music, luckily for the Art, which is beautiful
music that loses most of, if not all its beauty if deprived of a perfectly sung performance. This is
the music that I specifically refer to as authentic. […] [This is the kind of music] in which, besides
the overall authenticity of the tinta1 the moral physiognomy of each character is traced and
highlighted with precise traits; in which every affection, every degree of affection, every motion of
the soul, every word, every syllable, finds its corresponding rhythmic accent; in which
orchestration, harmony, melody, rhythm, although never violated or distorted, do not dominate
despotically as before, but rather are bent, modified, emancipated, and they abandon their natural
form in order to serve the most minute details of expression. […] In this second type of
melodramatic music, if the libretto bears new and strong characters and passions, it is essential that
singers be actors as well as singers.2

This excerpt from Alberto Mazzucato’s article, written in January 1854 for the Gazzetta
Musicale di Milano on the occasion of the performance of Rigoletto at La Scala, describes the musicodramatic context within which a specific figure emerged, one that would become the ideal interpreter
for Verdi’s entire operatic repertoire in the following decades. What exactly does Mazzucato refer to
with the label “singer-actor”? This figure of ideal interpreter of the Verdian repertoire subsequent to
the years of Rigoletto is more fruitfully identified and described in context and in relation to Verdi’s
general conception of drama, which Mazzucato implicitly refers to in this excerpt.

1

All translations mine unless otherwise indicated. On the concept of tinta see Frits Rudolf Noske, The Signifier and the
Signified: Studies in the Operas of Mozart and Verdi. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990, pp. 294-308
2
Alberto Mazzucato, “Rigoletto alla Scala e Don Sebastiano al Carcano”, Gazzetta Musicale di Milano, XII/4, 22 January
1854, p. 31.
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Indeed, unlike the operatic tradition stemming from the 18th century, in which musical and
acting dramaturgy were kept separate, Verdi represented a turning point by intertwining the various
arts that coalesce in the creation of an opera, directing music, scenic apparatus, vocality and acting,
toward the realization of a single dramatic conception. Although Verdi was not in the habit of making
theoretical statements on his compositional style or method, a close look at some of his correspondence
with his librettists and publisher shows how

Verdi scenically views the drama already in the early stages of its conception. That is, he views it
as performance in action and, already in the drafting stage and during the writing of the libretto,
before even composing the music, he imagines how the final result will be and what the effect will
be on the audience.3

Verdi’s notably acute awareness of the effect and the importance of dramatic unity in his works in
order to achieve the desired effect was unprecedented in the history of Italian opera. Critics active in
the major Italian music journals in the 1850s had long called for the reformation of operatic
conventions, pointing out how musical forms conflicted with verisimilitude and acting components at
the expense of the dramatic unity of an opera. The main fault of young composers was to “linger in a
fashion of musical forms […] that becomes a sterile and weak materialism of mechanical tools, nothing
else.”4 Verdi’s Rigoletto was therefore seen as a welcome and much needed breath of fresh air, in that
it suggested a new idea of opera both in its content – court jesters were not considered a common
subject for operas– and for the consequential renewal of operatic forms that came along with this work.

3
4

Conati and Grilli, Simon Boccanegra, p. 145.
Andrea Mazzini, “Giovani maestri contemporanei di musica”, Rivista Musicale di Firenze, I/9, July 1st 1849, p. 35

10

Although it is not the focus of this thesis, it is worth mentioning that Verdi’s all-encompassing
idea of drama and especially his sensitivity to issues of staging in relationship to the music present
some interesting analogies with the proto directorial figure represented by Richard Wagner. Musically
speaking, already between the late 1840s and the 1850s, the German composer had shifted away from
bel canto toward a declamatory approach to singing and melody, and a complete denial and
overcoming of set pieces and closed numbers.5 Moreover, Wagner paid close attention to the staging
of his operas, and asked of his singers that every gesture be in deep connection to the music, “at once
inspired by and revelatory of the “dramatic” gestures (dramatischen Gebärden) played by the
orchestra.”6 However, while the Verdian idea of drama had been thoroughly put into practice by the
time Simon Boccanegra was revised, it was not until the 1870s that Wagner’s operas began to be
performed somewhat regularly, therefore delaying the impact of his ideas on staging, singing and
directorship.7

5

Karen Henson, Opera acts. Singers and performance in the late nineteenth century. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2014, p. 11ss. For more on Wagner’s proto directorship see Katherine Syer. “From Page to Stage: Wagner as
Regisseur.” In Richard Wagner and His World, edited by Thomas S. Grey, Princeton University Press, 2009, 3–26.
6
Karen Henson, Opera acts, p. 12.
7
Henson, p. 12.
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1.1 Dramatic unity and spoken theater

Verdi’s idea of dramatic unity, clarity, and syncretism of the arts did not come as a sudden
change of course, but rather it plunged its roots in a wider European trend that comprised opera as well
as spoken theater, creating a mutual influence between the two artistic realms. 8 The increase in the
number of theatrical genres and the creation of new dramatic formulas, as well as the revival of
forgotten repertoire – Shakespeare above all – were among the factors that drove towards the
syncretism that became characteristic of Romantic theatre.9 Already while composing Macbeth (1847),
Verdi had been influenced by the excerpts of A. W. Schlegel’s Course of Lectures on Dramatic Art
and Literature that were included in the Italian edition of Shakespeare’s works, translated by Carlo
Rusconi in 1831.10 One of the staple concepts in Schlegel’s lectures was that of “effect ”, to obtain
which,

[…]the dramatic poet, as well as the orator, must from the very commencement, by strong
impressions, transport his hearers out of themselves, and, as it were, take bodily possession of their
attention. […] There are points, when the most elaborate and polished style, the most enthusiastic
lyrics, the most profound thoughts and remote allusions, the smartest coruscations of wit, and the
most dazzling flights of a sportive or ethereal fancy, are all in their place, and when the willing
audience, even those who cannot entirely comprehend them, follow the whole with a greedy ear,
like music in unison with their feelings. Here the poet's great art lies in availing himself of the effect
of contrasts, which enable him at one time to produce calm repose, profound contemplation, and

8

Gerardo Guccini, “La drammaturgia dell’attore nella sintesi di Giuseppe Verdi”, Teatro e Storia, IV, 7, October 1989,
p. 245-82, 250-51.
9
Gerardo Guccini, p. 245-82; 250-51
10
Carlo Rusconi, trans., Teatro completo di Shakespeare voltato in prosa da Carlo Rusconi, Torino, Unione tipografico
editrice, 1858. On Verdi’s relationship to the European Romantic artistic environment and his relationship to Schlegel’s
ideas expressed in his Lectures, cf. Fabrizio Della Seta, “Verdi: la tradizione italiana e l’esperienza europea”, «…non senza
pazzia». Prospettive sul teatro musicale, Carocci, Rome 2008, pp. 149-170.
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even the self-abandoned indifference of exhaustion, or at another, the most tumultuous emotions,
the most violent storm of the passions.11

The striking affinity between Schlegel’s and Verdi’s idea of “effect” further confirms the hypothesis
that musical dramaturgy no longer stood by itself, separate from the other arts, but rather that the
relationship between the arts was much more fluid than before, giving rise to shared ideas and concepts
such as that of “effect”.
The emergence of new dramatic subjects and genres encouraged the creation of new forms that were
able to satisfy the implied theatrical forms of the texts. In this process of reformation, authors heavily
relied on their experience as audience members as well as on their background knowledge. Indeed,
Verdi viewed his experiences as an audience member at the theater not as a form of entertainment, but
rather as the basis of his work as a dramaturgist.12 Spoken theater was not only the source for plots,
but also and above all a term of comparison for the composer to identify common traits between the
two realms. Verdi’s interest in the assimilation of certain implicit theatrical forms from spoken theater
consequentially marginalized the role of the librettist, who had been the custodian of the operatic
conventions, shifting the balance of control heavily towards the composer’s side.13 Indeed, earlier in
the history of opera, Romantic theatrical plays had already been set to music, but they had been forced
into operatic conventions in the process and had therefore lost most of their dramatic impact. Verdi
overthrew the conventional process according to which a play had to be revisited to fit into the operatic
closed forms, and imported Hugo’s and Shakespeare’s dramas as a global entity, adjusting the resulting

11

August Wilhelm Schlegel, A course of Lectures on dramatic Art and Literature, trans. John Black, Hogan & Thompson,
Philadelphia 1833, Lecture II, p. 19. The term “effect” here translates “Wirkung” in the original text: “Hierbey ist die
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Fällen die gewaltsamste Bewegung, den heftigsten Sturm der Leidenschaften.” August Wilhelm Schlegel, Ueber
dramatische Kunst und Literatur, Erster Theil, Heidelberg: bey Mohr und Zimmer, 1809, p. 48.
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Guccini, p. 249-50.
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musical forms accordingly in order to fit the dramatic structure as a glove.14 With Macbeth, Verdi
started to include elements of spoken theatre in the style of singing, too. He required his singers
“absolutely not to sing”, and certain pieces to “be acted out, recited in a dark and subtle tone.”15
There is evidence that Verdi had direct contact with Gustavo Modena, the founder of a new
theatrical company known as “La compagnia dei giovani”.16 Modena had completely transformed the
role of the actor within his company: actors were now supposed to use the dramaturg’s text as a point
of departure, a clue towards the creation of a new entity that was independent of the text and sometimes
not even completely adherent to the meaning that the text intended to convey. As a consequence, the
role of the actor had become more and more a mirror of that of the author. The dramaturgist was
writing a text, and the actor was creating a character starting from that text: they were both creators.
The relationship between Verdi and Modena’s circle of intellectuals was a precious context for
the composer to delve deeper into the understanding of Shakespeare and other literary sources, as well
as for the comparison between the creation of a character in the hands of an actor and that of a character
in the hands of a composer.17 Indeed, Verdi’s compositional technique was very similar to the process
that Modena followed to bring the character out from the text. The first step involved pinpointing the
essential dramatic elements within the text; then came the essential contribution of the
librettist/dramaturg; lastly, in the case of Verdi, came the musical realization. These common traits
between the two creative processes become clearer if we think about how

[…] the equivalent of the composer in 19th-century spoken theater is the actor. Indeed, the
great actors are the ones who imposed a new and stronger notion of the character, who
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Guccini, “La drammaturgia dell’attore”, p. 255.
Gaetano Cesari and Alessandro Luzio ed., I copialettere di Giuseppe Verdi, Milano: Stucchi-Ceretti, 1913, p. 61-62
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17
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inserted the result of a new independent and original creativity into the traditional productive
structures, and who bent (as Verdi did) the system of roles to their own expressive intentions,
autonomously identifying the character, and therefore relegating the dramaturgists to a
position similar to that of Verdi’s librettists.18

Verdi’s dramaturgy became more and more centered upon a specific idea of character that is
very akin to that of Modena and his company. The composer was looking for a kind of showmanship
that was rich in effect and variety, and that constituted the origin of the dramatic plot. Verdi’s
preference for original plots in his middle period, involving characters that had never been featured in
an opera, pushed him to turn the creation of a character into a compositional criterion, therefore
integrating the realization of the character into the vocality and scenic movement. The integration of
these different components led Verdi to the creation of a character no longer animated by codified
“affects”, but rather a complex and inconsistent individual animated by contradictory and simultaneous
causes. Starting with Rigoletto, the composer turned towards a kind of showmanship that went beyond
the idea of opera as the mono-dimensional intertwining of the musical, textual, and scenic elements,
towards a dialectic approach in which complex characters bring the conflict between their feelings and
their actions on stage.19 Verdi strongly advocated for the power of music to convey two opposite
meanings simultaneously, and explored this amphibological20 power of music both with strictly
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Guccini, “La drammaturgia dell’attore”, p. 266
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Amphibology is defined as “ambiguity of expression, especially when due to a grammatical construction” (Webster’s
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musical means and through staging, by creating simultaneous contrasting situations and superimposing
different actions and scenes.21
Already while sketching a new opera, Verdi “did not proceed through partial projects to be
integrated by subsequent revisions. On the contrary, once he had verified the possibility of setting the
plot to music, he proceeded with an all-encompassing project”22 and had a clear idea of the show as a
whole,

[…] words, scenery, lights, action – regulated and cemented by the musical expression of the
drama, which in the context of performance would translate to a perfect correspondence between
scenic apparatus and musical and dramatic feeling.23

After having identified the nodal points of the dramatic plot, Verdi would do the same with the
characters, and proceed to develop relationships between them, each one of which also translated to a
dense network of musical images.24 In the operas following the so called “Trilogy” – Rigoletto, Il
Trovatore, La Traviata, all composed between 1850 and 1853 – Verdi’s intuitions became dramatic
even before being musical, yet another similarity to the world of spoken theater.25 The ability to
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Marcello Conati, “PRIMA LE SCENE, POI LA MUSICA...” In Piegare La Nota. Contrappunto e Dramma in Verdi,
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imagine opera outside of its conventional formal characteristics gave Verdi enough freedom to
undermine its conventions and only use the closed forms when justified by dramatic needs:26

Verdi no longer forced the characters into his own realm of passions and feelings; he approached
dramatic creations that already carried their own intrinsic artistic value, and, while respecting their
characteristics with exact understanding, he created their musical representation.27

1.2 Vocality and Style of Singing

The reformation of the style of singing came as a consequence of Verdi’s idea of dramatic
unity, which could no longer correspond to the set and closed numbers of previous operas, nor to the
corresponding style of singing. The new path indicated by the Trilogy (Rigoletto, il Trovatore, La
Traviata) brought Verdi to the choice of a style in which the vocal line would freely shift between
sung and declamato passages, depending on the dramatic situation. As far as form is concerned, he did
not completely eschew the conventional aria, but rather only used it when it was appropriate in context
and it did not interrupt or disrupt the dramatic flow of the events.28 The vocality29 of each character,
too, was very deeply connected to their identity and to the dramatic situation, to the point that,

26

On the evolution of operatic closed forms in Verdi cfr. Giorgio Pagannone, “Mobilità strutturale della lyric form. Sintassi
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Massimo Mila, Verdi, ed. Pietro Gelli, Milan: Rizzoli, 2000, p. 90.
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Mila, Verdi, p. 91.
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Vocality, as defined in Giancarlo Landini and Marco Gilardone, Dal labbro il canto: Il linguaggio vocale delle opere di
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while the vocality in other composers’ operas […] is a more clearly stereotyped language, to
which the personality of the characters is adjusted accordingly, the Verdian vocality is instead a
language that, especially in his late operas, […] is born directly from the dramaturgy, each time
deeper and more evolved. It is in light of this observation that the concept itself of Verdian
vocality, which has been discussed for so long, does not really have a sure foundation.30

It is very hard to refer to general vocal types such as the “Verdian baritone”, or the “Verdian soprano”.
Indeed, the evolution of Verdi’s style led to the overcoming of the stereotype in favor of the creation
of a character.
As a matter of fact, the considerable change in the dramatic conception of the opera, as well as
cultural and economic changes that happened throughout the 1850s, brought along an analogous shift
in the role of the singer, who became no longer a creator but rather an interpreter.31 However, this shift
did not remove responsibility from the singers, who were instead required to pursue a different yet
incredibly refined research, which involved not only their voice but also their gesture, body and facial
expression in order to fully embody the character that they were performing.32 The most prominent
interpreters played an active role in their relationship with Verdi, giving their contributing their point
of view in order to achieve the effect that the composer had imagined.33 Verdi required his singers to
give a three-dimensional interpretation of each character, exploring the most hidden psychological
triggers and reactions, as well as memories and desires, in order to create an individual, with their own
specific vocality and vocal traits.34 The result of this artistic research was a vocal language that
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pushes the voice in an obsessive search for the most diverse and subtle dynamic nuances ranging
from pianissimo to fortissimo, not with a virtuosic intent, or to indicate general affections, as was
the case with grand opéra, but rather to fully express the unique psychological traits of a
character.35

Verdi’s vocality in his late style, starting with the revised version of Simon Boccanegra (1881), was
completely freed from the yoke of closed forms, therefore acquiring a different expressive dimension.
The declamato style became the main element of the vocality from Simon Boccanegra onward, and
the dramatic value of the word overcame every operatic convention.36 Verdi turned away from the
long melodic arches and explored smaller melodic cells, independent of the metrics of the line, which
are exchanged between the vocal line and the orchestra and which do not make sense per se, but rather
as part of a greater “musical organism”.37
The identity of specific voice types evolved throughout Verdi’s career as well. In particular,
the baritone, earlier often identified as basso cantante (singing bass), became a completely
autonomous voice type for the first time in the history of opera.38 The mezzosoprano became
completely autonomous as well, whereas the contralto was almost completely abandoned, with a few
exceptions.39 In fact, already in the early Romantic era the contralto had lost the prominence it had
acquired with Rossini, mainly because it did not find a place in the association between vocal types
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and characters that was typical of the Romantic strive for verisimilitude. Sopranos were assigned
female roles, tenors were assigned the male role of the lover, and the realistic solutions in which
contralti could play the parts of old women were yet to come.40 Moreover, all the tessituras were
becoming higher, and some contralto parts became mezzosoprano parts. Verdi also expanded the
expressive possibilities of the bass, exploring and bringing out the implacable ad inexorable traits of
this vocal type.41

1.3 The Orchestra

Throughout his compositional career, Verdi worked towards a reformation of the structure and
functioning of the operatic orchestra.42 Around the time when the first conductors in the modern sense
were establishing themselves in the musical scene,43 Verdi started a reformation process with the
intention of improving the quality of orchestral playing, the quality of the instruments, and to impose
the disposition of the orchestra in unified sections. Although this might seem obvious to us today, it
was not until the orchestra’s role became a substantial means of conveying the dramatic content and
the desired effect equally as the text and scenic movements, that such a disposition was deemed
necessary. Already in the 1850s, Verdi required a remarkably wide range of dynamics from the
orchestra, as well as peculiar combinations of instruments and registers when called for by a specific
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dramatic situation.44 The individual instruments were pushed to what was believed to be their limit at
the time, and the effects that Verdi required could not be achieved with just a few rehearsals with the
singers already on stage. The higher degree of polyphony and complexity in the orchestration also
required a more efficient and effective rehearsal system (orchestral rehearsals were introduced for the
first time in opera) as well as a clearer and unified sound for each section.45
In addition to this, the role of the orchestra in Verdi’s operas responded to the new vocal style
with corresponding musical images that conveyed the meaning of the text. In his later style, Verdi
made extensive use of reminiscence motives (Erinnerungsmotive).46 A close look at Verdi’s
compositional style shows two different facets of reminiscence motives: the “recalling themes”, and
the “identifying themes”, which are generally associated with groups of people or ideas, and are played
by the orchestra as a “sonorous extension of [the] physical or psychological presence”47 of an idea or
character. The identifying themes became much more prominent in Verdi’s later works.48
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1.4 The disposizione scenica

The all-encompassing idea of drama that guided the composition of Verdi’s later works
immediately sheds some light on the valuable piece of evidence represented by such a document as
the disposizione scenica. A disposizione scenica consists of

a set of norms and indications with the purpose, in the theatrical practice of the 19th and early 20th
century, of preserving the original staging in order to make it reproducible and especially in order
to prevent arbitrary interventions on the performance canon that had been established at the
premiere with the contribution of the authors: the composer most of all, and the poet.49

The idea of a published text containing all the necessary details to produce an opera is a product of the
Romantic idea of theatre. Indeed, the importance attributed at the time to historical accuracy in the
visual aspects of the production of a work, made such texts essential and equally as important as the
music. The practice of the livrets de mise en scene, which had started at the Opéra in Paris around the
end of the 1830s, when the massive grand opéras required complex staging, soon extended to the
Opéra-Comique and to other houses in Paris. The first part of the 19th century was also the time when
the concept of repertoire began to take hold in opera, so that successful works had to be reproduced in
different houses in the seasons following the première.50
In Italy, where a moderate version of the Romantic ideals had gained a foothold, the number
of disposizioni sceniche (mainly published by Ricordi) was scant, and they did not enjoy significant
popularity.
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Verdi’s disposizioni sceniche are not a mere written reproduction of the staging of the premiere,
but rather they constitute an addition to the musical text. At times, the disposizione repeats the stage
directions in the score, reinforcing the connection between the music and the dramatic content as
developed through movement and facial expressions.51 In other instances, the comments supplement
stage directions that contain performance directions, such as dynamic variations, “further underlining
the importance that the composer attributed to variations of volume and intensity in the voice,”52 with
a particular attention to the indication for those whispered and subdued sonorities that resemble the
expressive technique of the great actors of Modena’s time. Often times, the disposizione scenica gives
directions on the movements that are meant to supplement or sometimes compensate for the scarce
indications of this sort on the score. These directions aim to make the scenic movements as natural53
and smooth as possible, or even to highlight a musical event taking place at the same time.54
The diverging scholarly opinions on the reliability and authorship of the disposizioni sceniche55
do not diminish the value of such a document both as historical evidence and as a key to a deeper
understanding of Verdi’s dramatic conception and compositional method for the specific work they
are associated with. “The disposizioni sceniche try to direct the singer-actor towards the desired
interpretation through an analysis of the characters’ emotions.”56 The document therefore constitutes
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a very valuable tool for the aesthetic analysis of a Verdian opera, as well as a precious source of
information for all the artists (conductors, directors, singers, opera coaches, etc.) involved in the
performance of the opera.

1.4.1 The disposizione scenica to Simon Boccanegra

The publication of the disposizione scenica to Simon Boccanegra was announced in the
Gazzetta Musicale di Milano in May 1883. Indeed, it is not surprising that it was written two years
after the première of the revised version of the opera on March 24th 1881. It was common practice for
Verdi to wait for his works to be performed under his supervision in order to verify the need for
adjustments before establishing the definite version of the production in the written document. In fact,
the disposizione to Simon Boccanegra came relatively early compared to other works (after only one
production at La Scala in 1881), probably because the composer could sense the degree to which the
success of this specific opera depended upon the roles being acted out correctly and effectively,57 as
well as on a very precise mise en scène. Indeed, Verdi was very well aware of the unusual tinta or
colorito generale58 of this opera, both in its original and in its revised version. The work has a dark
tinta throughout, and its success and ability to reach the audience heavily rely on the singers’ acting
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abilities, definitely more than in other works that have a more direct dramatic impact and “effect” on
the audience.
Until 1880, Verdi had resisted revising this opera for La Scala (the first version dates 1857),
opposing Ricordi’s repeated insistence to do so. Verdi was reluctant because he felt that Simon
Boccanegra was “a sad and monotonous work”,59 or simply because the publisher would never have
been able to find good enough actors for the parts.60 In November 1880 Ricordi’s stubbornness was
finally rewarded, and Verdi started to consider the idea of revising the opera.61 For the revision of the
libretto, Ricordi then suggested a collaboration with poet and composer Arrigo Boito, who would
become Verdi’s librettist for Otello and Falstaff later on. Boito was skeptical about revising the opera,
which he thought was lacking the kind of characters “that would make you shout: What a sharp
profile!”.62 None of the events in the plot was really “fatale, that is to say indispensable and powerful,
generated by the inevitability of the tragedy”.63 In general, Boito found the opera, except for the
prologue, “to be lacking in tragic power and theatricality”.64 Verdi agreed with Boito that abandoning
the idea of the revision would have been “the best thing”, but he was determined to proceed, mainly
for “professional reasons”.65 He believed that the “wobbly table”, as Boito had referred to the opera,66
could “stand upright” with “a few fixes”.67 Verdi agreed with the lack of theatricality of the characters,
too, yet he could see “something in the figures of Fiesco and Simone which could be put to good use”.68
The overall structure of the opera was not drastically changed, but some substantial
interventions were made, especially in the direction of the new and reformed dramaturgical ideas that
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had brought Verdi to only use closed and set pieces when motivated by the dramatic situation. Most
of the music written for the 1857 version was maintained, further exploring the suggested intertwining
of recitative and set pieces. The revised version, however,

has a new dramatic aspect, especially from the melo-dramaturgical point of view. The characters
of Simone and Fiesco […] acquire much more psychological complexity and much more dramatic
importance while becoming at the same time more subtle. Even more significant, compared to the
first version, is the dramatic weight borne by the character of Paolo Albiani, driven by Boito’s
tendency towards Mephistophelic and Barnabesque characters: his tragic dimension already
anticipates that of Jago.69

Verdi and Boito’s revision process took place between the end of December 1880 and February 1881.
While the interventions seemed to be initially very limited, in the end several substantial changes were
made, especially in the Act I Finale and the beginning of Act III, which were completely rewritten.
Verdi’s correspondence with Giulio Ricordi also provides evidence of the difficult and careful
process that brought him to the choice of the cast for the premiere of the revised Simon Boccanegra.
In his opinion, the parts of Boccanegra and Fiesco were the most difficult, and a wrong choice would
have irreparably undermined the success of an opera that was already “very risky in itself.”70 The
composer insisted on the fact that no young singer could be suitable for the part of Simone,71 and that
he wanted an Italian singer unless Victor Maurel was available. Maurel was Verdi’s first choice for
the Doge because nobody else was able to “deliver the word to the audience’s ear with that clarity and
expression as Maurel.”72 For Fiesco, the composer wanted a “deep voice”, with a very present low F
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and something “inexorable, prophetic, and sepulchral”73 in it. These features were not present in
Eduardo De Resztke, according to Verdi, who thought that he was “too beautiful”, had “too beautiful
a voice”, and was “too good”,74 and overall too baritone-like and empty. Anna D’Angeri did not meet
the composer’s requirements for Amelia, because her voice was too powerful, and therefore unsuitable
for “a modest girl, almost a nun”.75 Verdi was especially concerned with the parts of Pietro and Paolo,
which had become very important in the revised version of the opera, and for which he wanted “two
actors, who really had to be actors”.76 The composer did not seem to have a specific standard for
Gabriele, but it is clear from the letters following the premiere that he was not completely satisfied
with Francesco Tamagno, especially because of the quality of his acting.77
The need for intelligent interpreters who were equally gifted in their singing and acting abilities
was paramount for Verdi, together with the ability to give life to every facet and nuance of the drama.
As mentioned earlier, the disposizione abounds with specific indications on the style of singing as well
as on the dynamics and inflection of the voice. In my view, a close look at the disposizione of Simon
Boccanegra can prove to be extremely helpful in identifying the nodal points in the evolution of each
character throughout the unfolding of the dramatic situations. In the following chapters, I will analyze
the different crucial points in the evolution of the main characters’ psychology and vocality using the
disposizione as well as the score as supporting evidence. Each chapter will be dedicated to a different
character of the opera, and the disposizione scenica will guide the reader in the character’s journey
through the opera scene by scene. I will try to integrate some of the most relevant comments or
indications in the document with the analysis of the corresponding moments in the orchestral score in
the attempt to bring out clear and practical examples of Verdi’s all-encompassing idea of drama.
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I believe this kind of approach to be useful for singers, coaches, conductors and all the other
artistic personalities alike involved in a production of Simon Boccanegra for several reasons. Firstly,
it is a useful key to understanding the characters’ psychology and evolution throughout the opera. This
approach can help singers intending to study a role in this opera to grasp the nodal points in the
development of their character and hence measure out their interpretation vocally and as actors.
Similarly, approaching the opera through the disposizione scenica as well as the score can be extremely
useful for coaches preparing the singers and for conductors and directors to have a more complete
view of the dramatic unfolding of the opera.
Overall, to some extent the disposizione scenica represents an intersection between the various
artistic components involved in a production of Simon Boccanegra, Therefore, integrating this
document in the approach to studying, preparing, and producing this opera can lay a solid base for a
modern production that wishes to offer a new interpretation of Simon Boccanegra while maintaining
the all-encompassing idea of drama and the unity of the various artistic components that Verdi had in
mind at the time when he revised it.
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CHAPTER TWO
Simone Boccanegra

Simone is a corsair1 at the service of the Republic of Genoa who has gained the people’s respect
after freeing Genoa’s sea from the African pirates. He represents the people’s will, that is the will of
the merchants’ and craftsmen’s social class. Boccanegra is 25 years old in the Prologue, and Verdi
describes him as a “a passionate, ardent and proud soul with an exterior appearance that is calm,
dignified and solemn.”2
Gutierrez, author of the source play for this opera, had described Boccanegra’s psychology even
more overtly, defining him as

a very complex and attractive character: violent and generous, tyrannical and loyal at the same time,
as is typical of a man at arms, brave corsair, faithful to the Genoese Republic and elected Doge
with the People’s Party’s consent. He bears the weight […] of having seduced a woman of high
lineage, the daughter of Jacopo Fiesco. Therefore, his death also represents a form of atonement
and purification.3

As mentioned earlier, Verdi’s characters are generally animated by a dense net of contrasting and at
times contradictory elements.4 The psychological triggers that simultaneously provoke Simone’s
thoughts and actions are all present from the beginning of the opera, and their interaction shapes the
evolution of the psychology of his dramatis persona from the opening of the Prologue to his death at
the end of Act III.

1

“Corsair is not to be intended as a pirate, but rather as the captain of a ship that was armed for corsair war.” Conati and
Grilli, Simon Boccanegra, p. 70.
2
Letter to Giulio Ricordi, in Conati and Grilli, Simon Boccanegra, p. 70.
3
Landini and Gilardone, Dal labbro il canto, p. 239.
4
Gerardo Guccini, “La drammaturgia dell’attore nella sintesi di Giuseppe Verdi”, Teatro e Storia, IV, 7, October 1989,
pp. 245-82, p. 273.
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Verdi made it clear with Ricordi during the revision process that the choice of a suitable
interpreter for the role of Boccanegra was a conditio sine qua non for a successful performance of the
opera,5 and that he would otherwise not have given the revised Simon Boccanegra. Verdi was
convinced that “a young singer would not be able to successfully perform Boccanegra,”6 and suggested
Victor Maurel,7 whom he had had the chance to personally hear as Amonasro in the French premiere
of Aida in March 1880. Ricordi was doubtful about the French baritone, because he had sung three
times at La Scala and, although he had been greatly appreciated by the audience, his voice had proved
to be too small for the house.8 However, Verdi wanted “Maurel as singer and actor, and no-one else,”9
and he specified that the opera would work only with “two good actors” for the parts of Fiesco and
Boccanegra and “good singers for all the other parts.”10 Nonetheless, Ricordi suggested Gottardo
Aldighieri11 and Giuseppe Kaschmann12 as two possible alternatives, insisting that Kaschmann would
probably be the best choice.13
At the same time, in order not to disappoint Verdi, Ricordi asked Locatelli, his agent in
Florence, for an extensive opinion on Maurel, who had performed the title role of Thomas’ Amlet at
La Pergola on December 16th 1880. Locatelli replied with such an enthusiastic review on the French
baritone that Ricordi sent it to Verdi and asked him if he could proceed and hire him.14 The image of
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Maurel offered by Locatelli’s review is that of a real interpreter, the kind of singer-actor that Verdi
required for the title role of the opera.15
Indeed, Verdi was absolutely sure about Maurel’s suitability but did not want to commit to
giving the opera before he was sure of the result of the revision so he requested that Ricordi did not
hire Maurel ahead of time. However, when the appropriate time came, the French baritone was hired
for the title role.
In the prologue of the opera, Simone is presented through his actions and thoughts as a
spontaneous and honest man, who is “very surprised”,16 when Paolo Albiani asks him if he wants to
be made Doge the following day. When he refuses, Paolo tries to manipulate him by bringing Maria
into the conversation, and Boccanegra reacts with “a gesture of pain”.17 When he finally accepts
Paolo’s deal, he answers “let it be”.18 This also brings out another important aspect of Boccanegra’s
psychology: the more he finds himself in a position of power, the more he is constantly maneuvered
by other people or by external events.19

able to generate great fanatism in such an aristocratic and intelligence audience as this, and despite the unrewarding
acoustics of La Pergola, it is quite evident that at La Scala he would elicit if not more at least the same effect. Concerning
the qualities of his voice, I observed perfect homogeneity from the low to the high register. The low notes such as B and B
flat are gorgeous, although not as beautiful as Lasalle’s. The middle register is loud and vibrant while the higher notes from
F to G are a little weak and stingy. His singing is blessed with expression and sentiment. His Italian diction is correct and
clear. He performs every agility and trill with ease and is always in tune even when shifting from full voice to mezza voce.
The impression on the audience was absolutely positive. In short, Maurel is inferior to Lasalle in terms of volume of the
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The resignation with which Boccanegra accepts Paolo’s deal is the driving force of several
decisions throughout the opera. The corsair is an extremely pure and blunt person, who does not
conceive of playing both sides, something that becomes extremely evident in his first meeting with
Fiesco as well. Fiesco’s implacability and cold-heartedness towards his plea for forgiveness make him
“exasperated”,20 to the point that he “comes close” to Fiesco, and offers his chest”21 to him. When
Fiesco offers forgiveness in exchange for his granddaughter, Boccanegra is taken by “anguish and
despair”,22 because he knows that the deal is impossible to accept. Boccanegra’s “attitude is clearly
indicated in the music and in his words”,23 as he tries to overcome Fiesco’s indifference for the last
time and remains “still and discouraged.”24
Boccanegra is torn between his rage against the Fieschi family, and his love for Maria. When
he finds her dead in the Fieschi palace, he returns to the center of the scene “pale and shocked, his
hands on his face, terrified by the tremendous, horrible vision, almost tottering”,25 and, as he is
acclaimed Doge by the mass guided by Paolo and Pietro, he receives the news as if he were “having a
vision”.26 He remains “by his two friends the whole time, bewildered and crushed by the pain”,27 as
the bells ring and the crowd rejoices around him.
Verdi’s detailed remarks on the choir’s movements and on the attitude of all the characters in
this final scene of the Prologue, are just one example of the way he “viewed the drama as performance
in action, [… and] imagined how the final result would be and what the effect would be on the
audience”.28 The disposizione explicitly states that “the contrast between this scene and the dark and
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dramatic tinta of the preceding scenes is the goal set by the maestro, and it is this contrast that generates
the desired effect”.29 In an opera that is “sad because it must be sad,”30 it is essential that this scene
that so starkly contrasts the general mood of the work be highlighted at its best.

2.1 Act I

Act I takes place 25 years after the Prologue, and Simone, now 50 years old, is a long
established Doge. He is a powerful and dignified man, and Paolo listens to him “carefully and with
reverence”.31 His kindheartedness brings him to forgive the Grimaldi, his enemy family in Genoa. The
duet between Amelia and the Doge that follows this scene, is one of the nodal points of this opera for
Boccanegra. “His questions, her answers, the anxiety, the Doge’s ever growing interest are so clearly
sculpted in the music, that it is unnecessary to indicate the required actions on stage”.32 Verdi describes
it as one of those

Musico-dramatic scenes, that draw their effect from the talent and the intuition of the artists. A cold
scenic description will not serve the purpose if the actors do not naturally understand and are not
able to act out the strong feelings that animate and move the characters.33

The recognition is an “outburst of joy”34 for both father and daughter, and the following cantabile
Figlia a tal nome io palpito is Boccanegra’s declaration of fatherly love. After having led his daughter
to her palace, the Doge remains “still, almost ecstatic,”35 while he watches his daughter leaving the
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stage, and “sweetly sighs: Figlia! for the last time”.36 Throughout the entire duet, Boccanegra’s
vocality is subtly adapted to the different dramatic situations: his initial recitative is solemn, as he is
handing an official paper to Amelia in which he forgives the Grimaldi and ends their exile; the Allegro
giusto that follows becomes more colloquial and sits in the middle register; the vocality becomes more
and more vibrant as the Doge’s agitation grows, when he begins to suspect Amelia being his lost
daughter Maria.37
At the end of this duet, the word Figlia, set to music on an F4, is a clear instance of Verdi’s
dramatic use of the voice as well as one of the characteristics of Boccanegra’s vocality. Indeed, F4 is
in an extreme register for a baritone, and a very refined technique is required to hold this sound for
two measures, dolcissimo and ppp as is marked in the score. Verdi specifies that “the entire last section
of this scene must not be performed upstage, but rather backstage,” 38 close to the entrance of the palace
where Amelia will exit from. This specific indication is another instance in which the disposizione acts
as an integration of movement and music in order to achieve a dramatic effect. Indeed, if the singer
remains backstage it will be easier for them to make a softer sound effect on this note without
completely resorting to head voice.39
Interestingly, between the 1840s and the 1860s Rossini’s followers had labelled Verdi as the
“Attila of the voice”, accusing him of imposing too high tessituras and, most of all, of too often
expecting his performers to sing in full voice and in unison with the orchestra, therefore forcing them
to override the orchestra’s sound.40 While this is understandably true if we compare Verdi’s operas to
those of Rossini, one must consider the difference between the two composers’ artistic ideals. While
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Rossini still belonged to the bel canto era, Verdi, especially from the 1850s onward, fully embodies
the Romantic operatic style. The striving for verisimilitude and realism that is typical of this style,
brought Verdi to avoid the highest notes that were more common in Bellini and Donizetti, while at the
same time bringing the phrasing to a higher average register. In addition to this, Verdian melodies
often tend to revolve around the passaggio, where a very refined technique is required to manage the
sound.41 This is another important divergence from the bel canto composers, who were careful not to
insist on the most uncomfortable areas of the voice range which they were writing for.
In a letter to Ricordi where he expresses his concerns about the selected baritone for
Boccanegra, Verdi’s statement “Either the operas for the singers, or the singers for the operas”42 clearly
articulates the dichotomy; the belcanto era composers definitely belonged to those who chose a subject
for an opera and wrote it to suit a specific singer’s voice at best. In fact, this was true about Verdi’s
works, too, but in a very different way. The composer had been so negatively affected by the fiasco of
Un giorno di regno (1840), which had been performed by mediocre singers, that he had subsequently
resolved to write in his contracts that he had the right to choose his singers among those belonging to
the theatre’s company.43 In the case of La Traviata, Verdi had gone even further, not only choosing
his singers from the company, but also claiming the right to change the soprano if, after listening to
her performance in a previously planned work, he did not deem her appropriate for the role of Violetta;
in that case, the theatre would then be forced to hire another singer of Verdi’s choice.44 Those operas
belonging to Verdi’s late period, which were not necessarily written with a specific singer in mind,
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had the advantage of freeing the composer from all constraints, but also had the disadvantage of
making the process of finding interpreters suitable to the composer’s needs extremely difficult.45
The choice of the interpreters often came before and influenced the choice of the plot, further
confirming the vitally important part played by the singers in Verdi’s operas. The composer was
extremely demanding with his chosen interpreters, too. The primary requirement was an absolute
control over their technical means, in order to be able to control the subtle dynamic and expressive
shifts continuously occurring in Verdi’s vocal lines.
However, although Verdi did require a refined technique from his singers, often times,
performers who were equipped with big voices were able to get away with their defective techniques.
This contributed to the circulation of the idea that Verdi was in fact the “Attila of the voice”, and that
anyone with a big voice, regardless of their technical abilities or lack thereof, could sing his operas.46
On the contrary, Verdian scores abound with soft dynamic notations, as extreme as ppppp. This is the
consequence of the misunderstanding of Verdi’s idea of “voce sfogata” (unleashed voice), which is in
fact not based on the volume of the voice, but rather on the way the voice carries through the space as
well as on its focus. This means that ideally, a singer must be able to rapidly shift from either side of
the dynamic range to the complete opposite.47 In fact, Verdi preferred voices that were not as big in
volume as they were rich in colors and capable of carrying the sound very far, and thought that “to act
and sing it is rarely enough to have strong lungs.”48
As we approach the end of Act I, yet another element of Boccanegra’s psychology and
personality emerges from the massive Council scene that constitutes the finale of this act. This scene
portrays one of the themes that is central to this opera: the pessimistic attitude towards politics and
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civil values. The Doge fights not only against his political opponents, but also against his own class,
with its corrupt leaders and unstable masses.49 Here for the first time, we witness Boccanegra’s enraged
and reproachful tone,50 as he addresses his Counsellors, astonished and irritated by their bellicose
attitude.51 This is possibly the only scene in which Boccanegra actively and aggressively reacts to the
political intrigues that are destroying him and Genoa. He faces the upheaval with pride, and tenaciously
and imperiously orders to his Counsellors to unsheathe their swords.52
The following part of this scene is even more meticulously described by Verdi, who is
especially concerned with the difficulty of the movements of the choir and with the perfection of the
performance that is necessary in order to make the scene interesting for the audience.53 This is also
one of several instances in which Verdi insists on the importance of the performers’ “naturalness and
efficacy” in order to achieve the desired effect.54 The contrast between Boccanegra’s “calm and
unperturbed attitude”55 and the masses’ unceasing agitation could not be starker, as the Doge ironically
asks if the rebellious cries that he could hear from outside the Council are the real voice of the people.
Soon after Boccanegra’s dispute with Gabriele, who believes him to be responsible for
Amelia’s abduction, Amelia herself breaks into the Council Chamber and tells the story of her
abduction. Questioned on the identity of her kidnapper, Amelia only responds that it is an aristocrat,
but does not disclose his identity. This answer immediately triggers the People’s Counsellors, who
unsheathe their swords against the Aristocratic Counsellors. Here, too, Boccanegra reacts with “a
supreme gesture of command, and powerfully cries: Fratricides!”.56
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The following section is a particularly meaningful moment in the opera, in which Boccanegra
addresses Plebeians, Aristocrats, and the People, scolding the Genoese families for the narrowmindedness that brings them to fight one another, unable to see the brotherhood and homeland that
they share. In his appeal to the Genoese, the Doge starts in his official, authoritative, and reproachful
tone, “Plebeians! Patricians! People of ferocious history! Heirs of the hatred of the Spinola and the
Doria, while the ecstatic and ample realm of the sea invites you, you tear your hearts apart in brotherly
lares.”57 As soon as the masses react with reverence and take a step back,58 Boccanegra’s personal and
human frustration pours out as he faces the fact that the people’s hatred is stronger than his ideals of
peace: “I cry for you, for the peaceful light of your hills where the olive blossoms in vain. I cry for the
mendacious feast of your flowers, and I cry: let there be peace! And I cry: let there be love!”.59
Scholars have seen parallelisms between Boccanegra’s plot and Verdi’s political views.60
Indeed, the first version of the opera (1857) was written less than a decade after the first Italian War
of Independence (1848-49). Although the experience of the Roman Republic had been a failure, Verdi
still had some trust in the growth of the Italian people, and some hope in the fact that the people could
become the driving force toward the achievement of the national unity.
In 1881, when he began revising the opera, Verdi had already witnessed the Second War of
Independence and the burning disappointment with Napoleon III’s behavior after the armistice of
Villafranca (1859) that left Veneto and Lombardy under Austria’s control. However, the years
following Garibaldi’s Expedition of the Thousand had been some of the most enthusiastic for Verdi.
He actively became involved in politics for the first time becoming a member of the Parliament in
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1859, as well as actively supporting Vittorio Emanuele II who was elected king of Italy in 1861.61
Verdi greatly admired Camillo Benso Count of Cavour and considered him a political point of
reference. Cavour’s death in 1861, soon after the unification of Italy, left Verdi bewildered. From that
moment on, his attitude towards politics became more and more disenchanted and his discomfort and
mistrust increased and culminated in disgust when the Liberal Period began, in 1876.62
Although Verdi’s political engagement in the entire Risorgimento period has been greatly
reconsidered, not only is the different political view between the two versions of the opera interesting
in itself, but it is also quite telling to compare both views to Verdi’s general relationship to politics. As
a matter of fact, the composer was never really interested in specific political matters, but rather was
fascinated by certain personalities of great men, sometimes even with contrasting political views, such
as Garibaldi and Cavour.63 Verdi had an idealistic vision of politics that seldom matched the Italian
reality, a vision quite similar to that of his operas, which feature the conflict and contrast between great
personalities and ideals.64 In this respect, I can see how Simon Boccanegra can well represent Verdi’s
view of politics: great personalities such as those of Boccanegra, Fiesco, and Pietro, are the driving
forces and different visions of the great political theme of civil war and hatred. Boccanegra, like Verdi,
has an idealistic view of brotherhood and alliance between families, which he advocates for in this
Council Chamber scene, using all his power and authority. The ensemble that follows, “is to be sung
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with great calmness and sweetness,” 65 while everyone on stage is taken by a feeling of reverence
towards the Doge’s words.
This ensemble is in sharp contrast with the following final section of this Finale, in which
Boccanegra completely returns to his official authoritative tone. The subtle nuances in Boccanegra’s
vocality66 in this final scene are so important to Verdi in order to achieve the desired effect, that Ricordi
writes them out along with the scenic movements in a two column diagram featuring Paolo on the right
and the Doge on the left, with their actions and reactions written out in detail after each sentence
pronounced by Boccanegra. The diagram reads as follows:

With tremendous majesty and more and more formidable violence, the Doge addresses him:
In te risiede l’austero dritto popolar;

Paolo always remains still and

[the people’s right resides in you;]

dismayed.

È accolto l’onore cittadin nella tua fede.

Hearing these words, Paolo’s

[Civic honour is linked with your

expression becomes less dark: he is

allegiance.]

animated by a glimmer of hope.

Bramo l’ausiglio tuo.

Paolo calms down completely: a

[I need your help.]

nightmare has left his chest: he lifts
his forehead, takes a small step
towards the Doge, his gesture
saying: Speak, here I am, at your
command.
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The Doge comes a little closer to Paolo and, in mezza voce, but clear and marked, he continues
as follows: Within these walls is a vile man who can hear me, then a little softer, and stretching
his hand somewhat towards Paolo, he adds immediately:

E impallidisce in volto

Paolo is upset: his eyes can no

[And is pale in the face]

longer bear Boccanegra’s look:
his breath becomes short.

Già la mia man l’afferra per le chiome
[I already feel my hand grabbing his hair.]
The Doge takes a step forward and raises

Paolo is afraid, as if he felt himself

his arm, almost grasping an imaginary

being grasped, he lowers his head

being.

and turns his shoulders slightly to
the Doge.

Io so il suo nome. [I know his name.]

Paolo makes a gesture of terror.

È nella sua paura [It is in his fear.]
The Doge ironically hints at Paolo’s face.

Paolo drops down and almost
hides his face in his hands.

Tu al cospetto del ciel, ecc.

The Doge’s words are so terrible

[Before Heaven and in my presence, etc.]

that Paolo is regrettably forced to
turn to him slightly.166

Indeed, this final scene is one of many instances in which the indications in the disposizione
are an addition to the score. The Doge summons Paolo with a “terrible voice”,167 and “with increasing
violence and majesty,”168 he asks for his help. Both indications are present in the score, either identical
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or with minimal variations. However, the indication “with a clear and marked mezza voce”169 for
Boccanegra’s allusion to the fact that he is aware of the presence of his daughter’s vile kidnapper in
the Council Chamber, is not present in the score.
The Doge’s tone becomes “slightly softer”, as he stretches his hand towards Paolo and says
that the kidnapper “is becoming pale in the face.”170 In the score, the only marking so far for this line
is cupo,171 dark. At this point, Paolo is sure that Boccanegra knows that he is Amelia’s kidnapper, and
he is terrified. When Boccanegra shouts: “let him be cursed!”, both the disposizione and the score bear
the indication “terrible.”172 For the following statement, however, the disposizione completes the “dark
and terrible” present in the score, and the indication therefore reads: “dark, but with a commanding
tone.”
The minute details concerning the different vocal nuances and dynamics required by the
composer in this finale are yet another instance that reveals how the Verdian voice really is “the voice
that stands behind the dramaturgy, whether or not it belongs to the tradition,”173 and regardless of
stereotypical vocal types. It is not surprising, therefore, that Verdi and Ricordi specify how

the mise en scene does nothing beyond materially indicating the characters’ and the masses’ scenic
movements in a nutshell. However, the scene between the Doge and Paolo will not have the desired
effect unless it is interpreted by two immensely intelligent actors, who must therefore be able to
fully represent the musical and the dramatic concept at the same time, in such a way that they will
catch the audience’s interest and move them.174
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Once more the disposizione reveals itself as a precious source to achieve a deeper understanding of
Verdi’s all-encompassing view of drama, involving music, acting, and voice, most of which are in the
hands of artists who must be sensitive enough to find the right balance that will ensure the “effect.”

2.2 Act II

When Boccanegra walks on stage deep in thought, reading a paper, he is in a completely
different state of mind from the previous scene, and addresses his daughter “sweetly and lovingly.”175
However, when he learns from Amelia that her beloved is in fact Gabriele Adorno, his worst enemy,
he “opposes repulsively”176 Amelia pleads until she threatens to die for him. Here once again,
Boccanegra is taken with “despair”177 as he faces yet another situation in which he is powerless and
cannot react in any way but by accepting the reality that his daughter is presenting and by deciding to
forgive Gabriele if he repents.
When Amelia leaves, the Doge follows her with his eyes,178 just as he had done at the end of the
recognition scene in Act I. This time, however, his soul is burdened with concerns and he turns to his
writing table with a worried expression on his face.179
From this moment on, the aspects of Boccanegra’s personality that make him a puppet in the
hands of fate and a victim of the mischievous people he is surrounded by, such as Paolo, Pietro and
Fiesco, become absolutely predominant. As soon as he drinks the poisoned cup of water, he falls asleep
and has tormented nightmares about his daughter and her love for his enemy. The same attitude of
acceptance and resignation then drives Boccanegra to forgive Adorno, who is caught red-handed as he
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attempts to murder him in his sleep. The act ends with Boccanegra preparing to face yet another
upheaval, this time with Adorno on his side.

2.3 Act III

Throughout the third and last act of this opera, we witness the psychological and physical traces
of Boccanegra’s progressive and inexorable decline towards death. Already when he first walks on
stage, “an intense pain can be seen in his eyes,”180 and, as he “contemplates the sea with ineffable
sweetness,”181 the calmness and serenity that the sight of the sea offers him is mixed with a sense of
sadness that transpires from his words.
The dramatic representation of the Doge’s progressive decline is increased and reinforced by
the lighting effects that Verdi had imagined for the third act, starting from Boccanegra and Fiesco’s
encounter. After the Doge’s request for the celebration lights to be turned off in order not to offend the
victims of the battle, the lights on stage were to be progressively dimmer until they were completely
turned off half way through the duet between Boccanegra and Fiesco. In my opinion, this is another
case in which Verdi uses amphibology to create a contrast that serves the dramatic purpose:182 the lights
are progressively turned off as a logical consequence of the Doge’s request, but also as a symbol of his
own decline and death.
The contrast between Fiesco’s implacable tone and the Doge’s answers, “inspiring peace and
serenity,”183 couldn’t be starker. Indeed, the duet is the structural essence of Ottocento opera much
more than the aria, which had been the undisputed queen of opera in the previous century. The reason
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for this preference, especially in Verdi, mainly resides in the possibility to highlight the dramatic
conflicts that constitute the core structure of these operas.184 The duet is a very significant instance in
which operatic forms, orchestration, scenic movement, and vocality all equally concur to the
achievement of a powerful and very specific dramatic effect that is in the mind of the composer; a
detailed analysis of the Boccanegra-Fiesco duet is offered in section 2.3.1.
The reconciliation between the two historical enemies is shadowed by Boccanegra’s imminent
death. In the final scene that follows, where Boccanegra summons the senators and appoints Gabriele
as the new Doge, all his words “are to be sung with difficulty, while the voice grows weaker and
weaker.”185 The Doge then suddenly stands up and, “with supreme effort,”186 he calls his daughter’s
name. “He would like to say something more, but he cannot;”187 he falls back on the chair, and dies. In
this instance, too, the disposizione specifies the general sempre diminuendo on the score,188 adding
details on the inflection of the voice and the way the voice mirrors the dramatic unfolding of the scene.

2.3.1 The Boccanegra-Fiesco duet

If seen under the lens of operatic Formenlehre, this duet [Example 5, p. 152] presents
unconventional aspects on the large scale as well as on the small scale. To begin with, it does not appear
in the score as a separate number, but rather as a section in a musical flow that comprises the entire
third act. The beginning of the duet proper is tightly linked to the scene where Boccanegra contemplates
the sea and wishes he had died there, and the end seamlessly flows into the following recitative.
Although it is quite hard to pinpoint the beginning of this duet, I have chosen Boccanegra’s entrance
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at III/H/0 as the starting point because it is the first moment in which both characters are on stage,
although Fiesco has not yet revealed his presence. I have chosen III/U/12 as the end because it
corresponds to the entrance of Amelia who interrupts the duet between Fiesco and Boccanegra.
The duet proceeds as follows: Fiesco reveals his presence but does not disclose his identity
(III/L/0 - L/10); Fiesco forebodes Boccanegra’s imminent death (III/M/0 – M/16); Boccanegra
recognizes Fiesco (III/N/0 – N/10); Fiesco confirms his identity and expresses his desire for vengeance,
while the Doge responds with words of peace and friendship (III/N/11 – P/7); Boccanegra reveals his
daughter’s identity to Fiesco (III/P/8 – Q/0); Fiesco is bewildered (III/Q/0 - R/29) and taken with regret
and despair (III/S/0 – S/11); Fiesco and Boccanegra hug each other and reconcile (III/S/11 – T/6);
Fiesco informs Boccanegra that he has been poisoned by a traitor but Amelia arrives, interrupting their
conversation (III/U/0 – U/12).
The opening sequence, in which the Doge enters wearied by the poison and finds comfort in
the fresh air and sight of the sea, acts as a scena, in that it prepares the situation for the interaction
between the two characters. The text is in blank verse (versi sciolti), eleven and seven-syllable lines,
another typical feature of this section.189 The scena turns into a tempo d’attacco-like part when Fiesco
starts speaking, therefore revealing his presence and triggering the interaction between the two
characters. Like a typical tempo d’attacco, this section is kinetic in that it features action as well as the
development of a new emotional position. Fiesco reveals his presence to Boccanegra and asks him to
listen. The following Largo “Delle faci festanti al barlume” is in lyric verse, featuring two novenario
stanzas, each one containing four lines, three with piano endings and the last one tronco.190
At the end of the second stanza, although the tempo does not change, the texture in the orchestra
announces a different section, which acts as a tempo di mezzo, both because of its kinetic features
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(Boccanegra recognizes Fiesco) and because it acts as a transition to the following Allegro assai, which
acts as a cabaletta. “Come un fantasima” is organized in two four-line verses of quinari (five-syllable
lines), alternating sdrucciolo and tronco endings. As is common in cabalette, this Allegro assai opens
as a static section, featuring the emotional reactions to the revelation of Fiesco’s identity on both sides:
Fiesco expresses his desire for revenge, and Boccanegra opposes words of peace and friendship.
However, unlike the conventional structure, not only does the duet continue after this section,
but also this cabaletta is not completely static. Boccanegra’s last line, “An angel seals our friendship”,
triggers Fiesco’s question “what are you talking about?”, which allows to transition to a tempo di
mezzo-like section. One would hardly notice the transition if not helped by the change of verse, once
again versi sciolti, and the change in the orchestral texture, a dramatically poignant instance of the
“lamenting semitone”191 so often employed by Verdi. The revelation of Amelia’s identity and Fiesco’s
consequent bewilderment lead to the following Largo, another static section, filled with a “feeling of
painful calmness and emotion,”192 where the reactions of both characters are expressed, culminating in
their embrace and reconciliation. This section is in lyric verse, here two seven syllable-line verses. I
have chosen to end the duet with the following section that acts as another transition, again in versi
sciolti, in which Fiesco informs Boccanegra that he has been poisoned by a traitor. The conversation
ends before he can name Paolo because Amelia enters. An orchestral coda leads to the recitative that
follows.
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Fiesco confirms his identity and expresses Fiesco, Boccanegra
desire for vengeance; the Doge responds
with words of peace and friendship;

Boccanegra reveals his daughter’s identity Fiesco, Boccanegra
to Fiesco;
Fiesco is bewildered

III/N/11-P/7

III/P/8-Q/0

Fiesco informs Boccanegra that he has
Fiesco, Boccanegra
been poisoned by a traitor; Amelia enters,
interrupting their conversation.

Fiesco, then Fiesco and
Boccanegra

Fiesco, Boccanegra

(kinetic)

Adagio
(static)

Tempo di mezzo
(kinetic)

Cabaletta
(static)

Tempo di mezzo
(kinetic)

Adagio
(static)

Tempo d’attacco
(kinetic)

eb/Eb

Largo
eb/Eb

F7 à D àBb

Allegro assai
A/a àF

eb à A

Allegro
moderato
C àD34
Largo
Eb

Moderato;
Andante
E àG àC

Tempo and key

Versi sciolti

settenario

Versi sciolti

quinario

Versi sciolti

novenario

Versi sciolti

Verse
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III/U/0-U/12

III/S/11-T/6

III/S/0-S/11

Fiesco is taken with regret and despair;
Fiesco and Boccanegra hug each other
and reconcile

Boccanegra recognizes Fiesco

III/N/0-N/10

III/Q/0-R/29

Fiesco forebodes Boccanegra’s imminent
death

III/M/0-M/16

Fiesco

Fiesco reveals his presence but does not Fiesco, Boccanegra
disclose his identity

Boccanegra

Boccanegra enters, debilitated by the
poison; he is comforted by fresh air and
the sight of the sea.
Fiesco is hiding in the room.

Scena
(static)193

Intervening characters Formal function

Dramatic content

III/L/0-L/10

Location in full
score
III/H/0-I/11

As I mentioned earlier, this duet does not completely undermine the conventional structure, but
rather more subtly uses the various formal containers as required by the dramatic flow, seamlessly
transitioning from one to the other so that the listener perceives a single flow. Even when the orchestral
texture suddenly changes, as is the case in the section following “Delle faci festanti al barlume”, one
never has the perception that it is changing because we are entering another section of the duet, but
rather because the dramatic moment motivates the change. It is the drama that motivates and creates
the form, and not vice versa. In this case, the nervous, obsessive rhythm in the orchestra quite clearly
expresses Boccanegra’s shocked reaction to Fiesco’s words, anticipating his “Whose voice is that?”, a
rhetorical question motivated by his disbelief and soon answered by Fiesco’s: “You’ve heard it once
before.”
This tempo di mezzo also constitutes a relevant example of the amphibological power of music,
which contributes to the creation of the effect of stark contrast that Verdi often looked to create. Indeed,
the ostinato, martial rhythm in the orchestra, with its strong accent on the weak beat of the triplet, and
the mirroring 64th figure in the first (oboe, I and II violins) and third beat (bassoon, brass, timpani,
viole, cellos and basses) of the triplet expresses both Fiesco’s excitement at the idea of revenge and, as
mentioned above, Boccanegra’s disbelief at the idea that he can really put an end to Fiesco’s lifelong
hatred. The dramatic impact of this amphibological moment is all the more powerful because the two
characters are in completely opposite emotional states.
The close relationship between form and drama that shapes this duet on the large scale can be
found on the small scale as well. Within the cabaletta-like section “Come un fantasima,” the main
effect that Verdi wants to achieve is the extreme contrast between Fiesco’s implacable rage and desire
for vengeance and Boccanegra’s peaceful, loving and accepting attitude, resulting both from his
awareness that the unfinished business with Fiesco can finally be resolved, and from the perception of
his imminent death. The most evident way in which the effect is achieved is through the text and the
49

attitude of the two characters: “Fiesco must have a grandiose and strong tone,”1 while “Boccanegra’s
words inspire peace and serenity.”2 The dialogue between the two is not balanced: Fiesco repeats his
entire verse twice, and after each repetition come two lines of the Doge’s verse, who therefore does not
repeat his lines at all. I believe that this, too, contributes to the perception of Fiesco’s desire to prevail,
as opposed to Boccanegra’s peaceful and accepting attitude.
This section of the duet shows how even on the small scale Verdi does not completely
undermine the conventional formal containers, but rather he uses them as the pieces of a puzzle, the
order and presence or absence of which is dictated by dramatic reasons only. The traditional “lyric
form”3 that is usually found in the set pieces is replaced by another pattern: Fiesco’s first and second
line are set to music in two groups of four measures each, which are almost identical except for the
ending, which is in A major the first time and in A minor the second time. The third and fourth lines
constitute an 8-measure group all together.
This tripartite form (A A B) is usually referred to as Barform or sentence,4 one of its main
features being the anapestic rhythm ( ̆ ̆ ̄), which, unlike the perfectly balanced and spondaic ( ̄ ̄)
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Verdi and Ricordi, Disposizione scenica, p. 44. (Busch, p. 476.)
Verdi and Ricordi, p. 44. (Busch, p. 476.)
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The origin of analytical observations on the phrase structure in Ottocento opera is to be found in Friedrich Lippmann’s
studies on Verdi’s debt to Bellini, published in 1969. (Friedrich Lippmann, “Verdi e Bellini,” Atti del 1° congresso
internazionale di studi verdiani 1966, Parma 1969, 184-96). He identified the common 16-bar structure as a1 a2 b a2, and
ascribed its creation to Bellini, this way marking the employment of the lyric form as a watershed between Bellini and
Rossini, his greatest predecessor. Among the major scholarly contributions on the subject are Scott Leslie Balthazar,
“Rossini and the Development of the Mid-Century Lyric Form”, Journal of the American Musicological Society, XLI,
1988, pp. 102-125. Steven Huebner, “Lyric form in Ottocento Opera”, Journal of the Royal Musical Association, CXVII/1,
1992, pp. 123-147. Joseph Kerman, “Lyric form and flexibility in Simon Boccanegra”, Studi verdiani, I, 1982, pp. 47-62.
Giorgio Pagannone, “Dal libretto alla musica (e viceversa). Sul rapporto tra forme musicali e forme testuali nell’opera
italiana del primo Ottocento”, Il teatro di Donizetti. Atti dei convegni delle celebrazioni 1797/1997- 1848/1998, II, Percorsi
e proposte di ricerca. Venezia 22-24 maggio 1997, edited by Paolo Cecchi and Luca Zoppelli, Bergamo, Fondazione
Donizetti 2004, pp. 229-243. Giorgio Pagannone, “Aspetti della melodia verdiana. ‘Periodo’ e ‘barform’ a confronto”,
Studi verdiani, XII, 1997, pp. 48-66. Giorgio Pagannone, “Mobilità strutturale della lyric form. Sintassi verbale e sintassi
musicale nel melodramma italiano del primo Ottocento”, Analisi: rivista di teoria e pedagogia musicale, XX, 1996, pp. 217.
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The term is commonly used by musicologists today to indicate a tripartite form A A B, but this use is in fact incorrect,
and was introduced by Alfred Lorenz in his study on form in Wagner’s operas, Das Geheimnis der Form bei Richard
Wagner(Alfred O. Lorenz, “Das Geheimnis der Form bei Richard Wagner”, III: Der musikalische Aufbau von Richard
Wagners "Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg"), drawing from the use of the term “Bar” that Walter von Stolzing makes in
Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg to indicate a tripartite stanza. However, in the terminology of the historical Meistersinger
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period, is imbalanced towards the third section. Therefore, while a period, completely balanced,
requires a development, the Barform is instead complete in itself, in that the first two units repeat the
same melodic fragment and build up tension that reaches its peak and is released in the third unit. The
relationship between the dramatic moment in the duet and the chosen form exists on multiple levels.
Indeed, Fiesco’s words, his explosion of rage and excitement at the idea of revenge are mirrored in the
Barform: the first two lines of his verse (“Fiesco appears to you as a ghost”) build up the tension
preparing the climax and peak of the following two lines, “to avenge the old offence.” The treatment
of the vocal line concurs to highlight this effect, the first two lines of text being set to the same
hammered A3, in parlante armonico style,5 while the third line marks the beginning of an ascent that
covers an entire octave from E3 to E4, before returning to the initial A3.
The orchestration supports the structure with a chromatic descending motive in triplets in the
strings, clarinet in C and bassoon, which seems to signify the idea of the emotional turmoil and eeriness
related to the “ghost appearing”. The texture changes in the third section of the Barform, where the
orchestra completely supports the melodic ascent in Fiesco’s line, making the climax even stronger.
The dynamics, too, reflect the structure, the two initial 4-measure groups ranging from pianissimo to
forte, while the third section starts forte and ends fortissimo. The choice of the Barform, with its
inherent imbalance, perfectly suits the dramatic expression of Fiesco’s imbalanced emotional state.
The Doge’s verse is structured in a different way than Fiesco’s: the four-line verse is set to two
groups of eight measures, two lines per group. Unlike Fiesco, Boccanegra does not sing his verse all at

from the 15th to the 18th century Bar does not refer to a single stanza but rather to the entire form. Despite its incorrect
use, Barform is still used in the musicological field to indicate the A A B form and is often preferred to the terms Satz and
sentence. On the definition of Barform and its use in the operatic repertoire cf. Giorgio Pagannone, “Aspetti della melodia
verdiana. Periodo e barform a confronto”, Studi verdiani 12, 48-66, Jan. 1, 1997.
5
Parlante is that style in which the melody is not in the vocal line but in the orchestra. Basevi distinguishes three kinds of
parlante: parlante melodico (melodic parlante), in which the vocal line doubles the orchestral melody for the most part
either a third or a sixth apart, parlante armonico (harmonic parlante), in which the vocal line does not have a melody
proper, but rather acts as a contrapuntal line to the motive in the orchestra. The third kind is the parlante misto (mixed
parlante), which is a combination of the two. Cf. Abramo Basevi, Studio sulle opere di Giuseppe Verdi, Florence: Tofani
1859, pp. 30-33.
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once. In fact, the Doge’s first eight measures represent an alternate third section to Fiesco’s Barform,
just like Boccanegra’s words of peace and friendship represent an alternate contrasting vision to
Fiesco’s hatred. The contrast between the two visions and the two emotional states is mirrored in the
orchestration: the accented forte chords in the strings, bassoon, clarinet and oboe disappear, making
room for pianissimo legato chords in the strings and a pianissimo contrapuntal ethereal line in the flute,
not to mention the key change from A minor to D major
However, before the Doge is able to finish his statement, Fiesco interrupts him and repeats his
entire verse, with the identical musical structure and orchestration. Only after Boccanegra’s second
eight-measure statement, again an alternate B section, does Fiesco appear to finally listen. He answers
“What are you talking about?”, a question which brings us out of this musical, dramatic, and formal
impasse and on to the next tempo di mezzo-like section.
It seems to me that this arrangement, in which Fiesco repeats his entire Barform twice and
Boccanegra only apparently interacts by opposing his vision after each instance of the Barform is
extremely relevant to the dramatic content. Fiesco is so blinded by his hatred and desire for revenge
that not only does he not respond to Boccanegra’s first statement, but he ignores him completely and
proceeds to restate his Barform exactly the same as before, as if nobody had spoken. This is even more
striking if one reflects on the fact that the core of a duet in opera in general is the interaction and
dialogue between two characters. In this sense, this section is an anti-duet, the musical and formal
representation of lack of communication and conflict.
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Come un fantasima

̆

4 A

̆

Suggella un angelo,

4 A

Nostra amistà.
[our friendship.]

[Fiesco appears to you]
Antico oltraggio

8 B

̄

[An angel seals]

[Like a ghost]
Fiesco t’appar,

8B

̄

[the old offence]
A vendicar.
[to avenge.]
Di pace nunzio
[a messenger of peace]
Fiesco sarà,
[Fiesco will be]
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8B

̄

CHAPTER THREE
Paolo Albiani

Paolo is a rich Genoese gold miner, who is 25 years old in the Prologue, the same age as
Boccanegra. He appears as a very ambitious man from the opening of the opera, in which he secretly
plots an upheaval that will put an end to the despised Patricians’ power. His reckless determination
leads him to use every possible means to reach his aim.
Paolo and Pietro are already on stage at the curtain draw, “with the attitude of people who are
continuing an important and secret conversation.” 1
The whole dialogue must therefore be sung “mezza voce and with a certain restlessness.”2 The
two Plebeians are talking about the identity of the chosen Doge to be. Pietro’s suggested candidate,
Lorenzino the usurer, does not meet the approval of Paolo, who suggests Boccanegra instead. Paolo
does not explain the reason why he so strongly objects to Lorenzino, but the source play by Gutierrez
comes to the aid for clarification, and offers a way into Paolo’s mindset and his psychology. When
Pietro suggests Lorenzino, Paolo first explains that Lorenzino has been loaning money in usury to the
Guelfs to fund their civil war against the Ghibellines; he then asks Pietro if he now understands the
reason why he is not the ideal candidate. Faced with Pietro’s cluelessness, Paolo is surprised and
believes that he is playing the fool and pretending not to understand. It is only after Pietro insists on
the fact that he has no idea about where the conversation is going, that Paolo actually explains himself.3
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Verdi and Ricordi, Disposizione scenica, p. 3. (Busch, p. 429.)
Verdi and Ricordi, Disposizione scenica, p. 4. (Busch, p. 430.)
3
Antonio García Gutierrez, Simón Bocanegra/Drama en cuatro actos precedido de un prologo, Madrid: Imprenta de
Yenes, 1843, p. 5:
Paolo: Dilo á los Guelfos./ Pregúntales con qué oro la cruda guerra encendieron contra sus hermanos. [Tell the Guelfs./Ask
them with what gold they lit the crude war against their brothers.]
Piettro: Cómo!... [what?!]
Pa: Conoces ahora el objeto/ [do you understand now the object]
2
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Since Lorenzino has been loaning money to the rich Guelf Genoese families, he is by now richer than
them and they owe him. Therefore, his election would surely be supported by the rich noble families.
Once Doge, the taxation revenue would be in their hands, and it would take them only a few months
to cover their debts with the people’s money.4 In fact, Paolo does not finish this sentence, because
Pietro finally understands.
Although the dialogue is not entirely present in the opera, Paolo’s personality in the play and
in the opera are very similar, and Simón Bocanegra often helps in the clarification of some situations
that are summarized or cut in the opera. The source play is especially helpful with the secondary
characters, whose personalities tend to lose some detail in the transformation, as a tool to delve deeper
into their psychology. Paolo’s twisted way of thinking allows him to always be a step ahead of his
partner Pietro, who is more straightforward and naïve. Paolo is able to move and manipulate other
people because of this sly aspect of his personality, and this is what he does throughout the entire
opera. In fact, as the plot unfolds, we soon realize that most of the events in the opera are a reaction to
Paolo’s actions. Unlike Boccanegra, who appears to be more active and willful in the first part of the
opera and then gradually becomes more passive and resigned, Paolo is determined to obtain what he
wants until the end, and never steps back.
When Paolo suggests Boccanegra, “the brave man who drove the African pirates out from our
seas, and who returned its dignified fame to the Ligurian flag”5 as the ideal candidate, Pietro does not
object, but he asks for his return for supporting Boccanegra’s election. Paolo does not hesitate to

de su ambición?/ [of his ambition?]
Pi: Yo no./ [I don’t]
Pa: Eres/ ó muy ladino, ó muy necio. [you are either very smart or very foolish]
Pi: Te juro... [I swear…]
4
Gutierrez, Simón Bocanegra, p. 6: Paolo: Deudores de Lorenzino,/le ayudarán, porsupuesto,/ en su elevación : los cargos/
serán patrimonio de ellos./ Pocos meses bastarán/ con el tesoro del pueblo para cubrir... [Since they are his borrowers,/they
will of course help him/ in his election: the taxation revenue/ will be their asset./A few months will be enough/ for the
people’s money to cover…]
5
Francesco Maria Piave, Simon Boccanegra. Melodramma in un Prologo e tre Atti. Musica di Giuseppe Verdi, Milan:
Ricordi, 1881, p. 1.
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answer a question that completely resonates with his way of thinking, and he promises him “gold,
power and honor.”6 Pietro agrees to “sell the people’s favor at this price”7 and leaves. As soon as Pietro
leaves, Paolo’s outburst reveals the frustration that animates his reckless ambition: “Abhorred
Patricians, I, the despised Plebeian, want to ascend to the summits where your pride dwells.”8 Paolo’s
hatred towards the Patricians is not animated by honest and true ideals, but rather by his secret desire
to be one of them, and have their power.
In the following scene, Paolo moves forward with his plot and tries to tempt Boccanegra with
the dogeship. He comes close to him and “talks to him mysteriously.”9 When Boccanegra refuses, he
“comes closer and purposely whispers in his ear: what about Maria?”10 Paolo knows Boccanegra’s
weakness and does not hesitate to hit where it hurts if need be. When Boccanegra asks of her, he points
at the Fieschi palace and informs him that she is a prisoner there. Paolo then goes even further, and
tempts Simone again: “who could deny Maria to the Doge?”11 When Boccanegra tries to step back, he
makes his last move and “insists more and more that he accept the offer,”12 telling him that he has
everything ready and that all he asks, of course, is to “take part in his dangers and his power.”13 Simone
feels compelled to accept and Paolo makes him swear loyalty in life and death as they shake hands.
As soon as they hear someone approaching, Paolo makes Boccanegra hide, because it is best that “his
identity be surrounded by mystery for a little longer.”14
When Pietro enters with the people, Paolo lets him talk until the masses ask who the new
chosen person for the dogeship is. At that point, Paolo suddenly15 and theatrically comes forward,
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Piave, Simon Boccanegra, p. 5.
Piave, p. 5.
8
Piave, p. 5.
9
Verdi and Ricordi, Disposizione scenica, p. 4. (Busch, p. 430.)
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Verdi and Ricordi, p. 4. (Busch, p. 431.)
11
Piave, Simon Boccanegra, p. 6.
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Verdi and Ricordi, Disposizione scenica, p. 4. (Busch, p. 431.)
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Piave, Simon Boccanegra, p. 6.
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Piave, Simon Boccanegra, p. 7.
15
Verdi and Ricordi, Disposizione scenica, p. 5. (Busch, p. 432.)
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naming Boccanegra. The people reacts with a gesture of surprise, and everyone screams “Simone?”,
and then “prudently holding back their voice, they ask Paolo whispering: the Corsair?”16 Paolo
confirms, and calls everyone to him; then, pointing towards the Fieschi palace, he “says mysteriously:
Do you see the dark manor?”17 and begins telling a story that is meant to excite the people’s
imagination and gain their favor.18 Indeed, “everyone becomes more and more interested and terrified
at Paolo’s story.”19 As Paolo points towards the light coming from the window of the palace, the
masses, at this point completely led by the nose, surround him and accept his proposal.20 This dialogue,
too, must be sung “sottovoce.”21 Verdi specifies that the entire dialogue, “questions and answers, must
be sung mezza voce and always with a very mysterious tone.”22
Paolo returns on stage in the last scene of the Prologue, when Boccanegra is acclaimed Doge
by the people. Here, too, he appears as the active character who is maneuvering Boccanegra like a
puppet to his advantage. Even when “Boccanegra throws himself into Paolo’s arms”23 to find comfort
after having found Maria’s corpse in the Fieschi palace, Paolo is completely emotionless and “drags”24
him amidst the rejoicing crowd. As mentioned earlier, Verdi insists on the importance of the contrast
between the previous scenes and this finale in order to achieve the desired effect.25 I believe that the
contrast between Boccanegra’s despair and Paolo’s indifference contributes to this effect, in that it
adds a third element to the dichotomy between the rejoicing crowd and Boccanegra’s
discombobulation and grief.
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Italy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018: 49-61.
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It is worthy of note that Paolo sings “sottovoce” or “mezza voce” for the entire duration of the
Prologue. He is always whispering or talking mysteriously, and even when his frustration and rage
pour out, he “raises his voice, but not too much.”26 Both the score and the disposizione insist that these
scenes need to be sung mezza voce and very mysteriously:27

this demand for the vocal inflections to be extremely restrained that is so often repeated in the
disposizione is synergic to the general tinta of the situation, of an entire scene, or even of an entire
act. The Prologue in particular, with the exception of some brief passages […] completely takes
place in the shadow of the night that is favorable to conspiracies, and everything is whispered,
murmured, and half spoken with restrained allusions.28

Paolo’s vocality closely matches the dramatic situation, embodying these subdued tones with
vocal lines that revolve around the middle register mostly repeating the same note, avoiding wide
intervals that necessarily lead the voice to sing out more. This declamato style completely follows the
dramatic inflections of the text, and it allows for Paolo’s complex personality to emerge at its best.
Indeed, Paolo greatly benefits from Verdi’s choice not to have a closed number opera; otherwise, he
would have been a completely secondary character, with a very flat villain-type personality. By using
the declamato style and freeing the opera from the compulsory use of conventional forms, Verdi
creates the best ground for Paolo’s personality to develop throughout the work.29 His role in the opera
is at the same time vital, in that he, much more than Boccanegra and Fiesco, is the one who makes the
plot unfold, and secondary, in that he is not a main role and his presence on stage after the Prologue
involves acting skills more than vocal skills. One could say that Paolo’s presence throughout the opera
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Simon Boccanegra. Melodramma in un prologo e tre atti / di F.M. Piave; musica di Giuseppe Verdi; Milan: Ricordi,
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Conati and Grilli, Simon Boccanegra, p. 57.
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Landini and Gilardone, Dal labbro il canto, p. 249.
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and his interventions are structured in a way that mirrors his plotting behind the scenes and the way he
seamlessly manipulates the other characters without it being obvious. Although he doesn’t really have
a scene to himself, he is always present in the background and in the nodal points of the plot.
The subtleties of Paolo’s personality are an essential part of the drama and must be brought out
by an extremely skilled actor. Verdi himself was aware that the two parts of Paolo and Pietro “were
the most important”30 and that they had both been “very badly represented at La Scala”31 in 1857.
During the revision process, he insisted with Ricordi that those parts were “for two actors who had to
be real actors,”32 and that he wanted to know as soon as possible who the “two Apostles could have
been”33 to make sure that it was a choice suitable to his needs.

3.1 Act I

Twenty-five years have passed and Paolo has become the Doge’s right-hand man. He is at his
side, “listening with reverence and attention”34 when they visit the Grimaldi’s palace to announce that
the family is forgiven and that their exile can end. As Paolo sees Amelia he is struck by her beauty,
and his passionate “Oh what beauty!”35 is one of the very few instances in which the more humane
and passionate side of his personality emerges.
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Earlier in the duet between Amelia and Gabriele, we learn that the Doge wants to ask for
Amelia’s hand for Paolo.36 However, after having recognized his daughter in Amelia, the Doge no
longer intends to convince her to marry a man whom she does not love. Therefore, when Paolo
“quickly enters”37 and asks what her answer is, Boccanegra tells him to abandon all hope on this matter.
As the Doge leaves, Paolo is “struck by surprise and rage.”38 He looks to the side that Boccanegra had
left from and “ironically says: this is what you want!...this is what you want!...”39 then he exclaims:
“Have you forgotten that you owe me your throne?”40
This moment in the opera represents the turning point in the evolution of Paolo’s psychology.
He cannot tolerate that the Doge, whom he had put on the throne twenty-five years earlier, and who
did not even want the throne at the time, is now imposing such a boundary to him. From this moment
on, he turns his back to Boccanegra and betrays him, becoming his sworn enemy. This time, however,
Paolo no longer acts with a higher aim in mind (such as the Plebeian upheaval), whether it is right or
wrong, but rather only driven by a desire to destroy and annihilate everything.41
In the following scene, Pietro enters and asks Paolo “quietly and with interest”42 what the Doge
has decided. Paolo’s vocality in this scene with Pietro that ends the first part of the first act is often
used by Verdi to characterize assassins and conspirators, with frequent staccato lines, trills, and
pianissimo dynamics.43 The entire dialogue in which Paolo convinces Pietro to help him abduct Amelia
and hide her in Lorenzino’s manor must be sung “rapidly but very clearly and with exact rhythm.”44
From this point on, Paolo’s musical characterization is completely negative.

36

Piave, Simon Boccanegra, p. 18.
Verdi and Ricordi, Disposizione scenica, p. 16. (Busch, p. 444.)
38
Verdi and Ricordi, p. 16. (Busch, p. 444.)
39
Verdi and Ricordi, p. 16. (Busch, p. 444.)
40
Piave, Simon Boccanegra, p. 23.
41
Péter Pál Várnai, “Paolo Albiani: Il cammino di un personaggio.” Studi verdiani 1 (1982): 63–71, p. 63.
42
Verdi and Ricordi, Disposizione scenica, p. 16. (Busch, p. 444.)
43
Várnai, Paolo Albiani, p. 69.
44
Verdi and Ricordi, Disposizione scenica, p. 16. (Busch, p. 444.)
37

60

At the opening of the great finale of Act I, Paolo is seated at his place in the Council chamber,
and when Boccanegra reads out Petrarch’s plea for peace between Genoa and Venice, he “ironically
replies”45 that the poet would do better to attend to his rhymes rather than interfere with political
matters. The discussion is interrupted by the noise of the upheaval happening outside the Council
chamber. Paolo “hurriedly rushes”46 to the window to observe what is happening outside and tells the
counsellors. The counsellors are taken by sudden agitation and they form groups, the nobles behind
Boccanegra, the people’s counsellors in the middle of the scene. Paolo remains still at the window47
while two or three counsellors go back and forth to communicate the news to their comrades. When
Paolo sees Gabriele in the crowd and asks Pietro “is it him?”48 the Doge overhears their conversation
and asks who they are talking about. Paolo steps back from the window and the Doge sees Gabriele.
While Boccanegra is looking out the window, Pietro and Paolo “suspiciously walk towards center
stage.”49
As soon as Boccanegra recognizes Gabriele Adorno and asks for a herald, “Pietro grabs Paolo
by the arm and whispers: Paolo, run, or you’ll be caught.”50 Paolo “tries to escape passing behind the
people’s counsellors,”51 but Boccanegra sees him and gives orders to block the exits. Paolo is
“confused and stops, then he descends towards front stage and is joined by Pietro.”52 Paolo remains
still and silent when the crowd breaks into the Council Chamber with Gabriele Adorno and Andrea
Grimaldi (Fiesco), and when Gabriele declares that he has murdered Lorenzino because he was
responsible for Amelia’s abduction on behalf of a powerful man (Adorno implies that Boccanegra is
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the powerful man), Pietro fears that Paolo has been caught.53 Amelia then breaks into the room to
defend her father from Gabriele’s aggression, and recounts her abduction. When she mentions that the
person who is really culpable for her abduction is in the chamber, Paolo “cautiously moves to Fiesco’s
left,”54 while Amelia stares at him. The tension rises as the counselors of both parties accuse each other
of the crime, and the Doge finally intervenes with his plea for peace and friendship, calming everyone’s
spirits. In the ensemble that follows, while the general indication is to sing with “calmness and
sweetness,”55 Paolo’s emotional state is clearly in stark contrast with everyone else’s: “the serpent that
impels” him “is swollen with venom,”56 and he is taken with rage and frustration, unaware that the
Doge has understood that he is responsible for Amelia’s abduction.
The final scene is a great acting task for both characters involved, but even more for Paolo,
who hardly utters a word but is meant to convey several contrasting emotional states and reactions in
a very short time.57 When called upon, Paolo “comes before the Doge in a state of shock,”58 and replies
“My Lord!”59 and then “stays still, bowed down and trembling.”60 As the Doge says “The people’s
right resides in you; civic honour is linked with your allegiance,”61 Paolo feels relieved, and is
animated by a glimmer of hope.62 When the Doge asks for his help, the fear of having been caught
completely disappears. Paolo feels completely reassured, as if he had “woken up from a nightmare.
He lifts his head up and walks toward the Doge, his gesture saying: Speak: here I am, at your
command.”63 Indeed, at this point Paolo’s ethic has gone astray, there is no connection between his
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emotional reactions and the righteousness of his actions, and his only true fear is to be caught and no
longer be able to go further with his plans.
As a matter of fact, Paolo begins to feel agitated again64 when Boccanegra tells him that he
knows that the person responsible for Amelia’s abduction is in the room with them, and that this man
is “pale in the face with fear.”65 Paolo’s breath becomes short and he feels more and more scared,66
his fear turning to terror when Boccanegra says “I know his name. It is in his fear.”67 Paolo is now
completely terrified and when Boccanegra hints at him he hides his face in his hands. However, as the
Doge pronounces the curse, his words are so powerful that Paolo is forced to raise his head and turn a
little toward him.68
Paolo is “mortally struck by this curse,”69 and his face “shows the uttermost fear.”70 He would
like to refuse to curse himself, but he is completely “overcome and overwhelmed by the Doge’s terrible
look.”71 He therefore takes a trembling step forward and cries: “let him be cursed!”72 and then “covers
his face with his hands, murmuring Oh horror!”73 As Verdi points out in the disposizione, the effect
of this scene is based on the fact that only the Doge and Amelia know that Paolo is culpable of Amelia’s
abduction. Therefore, “all the other actors and the choir must act as if they do not suspect Paolo at all;
not everyone knows that something terrible is about to happen. This is the dominant feeling when
everyone repeats: let him be cursed!”74 Paolo remains on the ground trembling under the Doge’s look,
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as everyone repeats the curse whispering and slowly walking backwards. This extreme peak of tension
is broken by Paolo’s cry “Oh horror!”, after which he flees making his way through the choir.
Although there are very few indications for the style of singing for Paolo in this scene, I believe
that the disposizione once again proves to be a greatly valuable tool to understand Verdi’s dramatic
idea, as well as a precious key for the singer-actor to interpret this scene. Indeed, all Paolo’s emotional
reactions to the Doge’s words are not present in the score and are only marginally present in the
libretto.75 However, the orchestra closely follows the reactions that Verdi imagines for Paolo
reflecting, undermining, or anticipating them, so it is extremely useful for the interpreter to be aware
of the different reactions and shifts that the composer imagined for this scene. In fact, the entire Finale
of the Council Chamber scene is an poignant example of the choice, typical of Verdi’s late style, to
“dissolve into mute gesture”76 in a moment of great crisis, offering the opportunity for the orchestra to
speak and signify the climactic moment of this scene on behalf of the characters.
The C minor descending line in fortissimo at I/AA/0 that follows Paolo’s “My lord!” appears
to have the double function of signifying the Doge’s rage and Paolo’s fear of being caught at the same
time [Example 3, p. 137]. The orchestration in unison and the accented trills are both typical features
of negative characterizations in Verdi.77 The orchestra underlines Boccanegra’s formidable force and
at the same time undermines Paolo’s ostensible calmness and control by underlining his betrayal and
evil nature. At I/BB/0, the thick orchestration in unison completely changes, making room for a solo
bass clarinet line that dominates the scene until CC. The bass clarinet’s interjections to the Doge’s
words are the only sound that is heard as a response to his statements. Paolo is speechless, and the
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eerie and sinister line of the bass clarinet speaks for the rising tension and his growing fear, as
Boccanegra speaks to him without ever addressing him directly as the instigator of the abduction.
At I/CC/0, when the curse begins, the two elements are closely intertwined, with the bass
clarinet’s interjections coming out of the fortissimo chords at the end of the C minor descending
motive. Both lines are shortened: the C minor motive is missing its end with the trill, while the motive
in the bass clarinet is missing its downbeat. The dotted descending motive in C minor only sounds
three times at the beginning, for Boccanegra’s first statement at I/CC/0-CC/4, and then disappears,
leaving a tense tremolo in the violins and violas supporting Boccanegra’s words, that is followed by a
forte accented chord in the horns, trombones, and oboes. The alternation between these two textures
seems to mirror the contrast between Boccanegra’s strong and violent statements and Paolo’s tense
silence.
At I/DD/2, after Boccanegra has pronounced his “Let him be cursed!” the bass clarinet motive
is broken into smaller shorter three-note fragments that almost seem to embody Paolo’s shortened
breath and his terror. The motive is suspended when Paolo curses himself (I/DD/8-9), further
validating the fact that the line in the bass clarinet may be speaking for Paolo’s emotional reaction and
state, and resumes after his “Oh horror!”, before the choir repeats the curse (I/DD/9-11). The bass
clarinet disappears as Paolo runs out of the Council Chamber (I/EE/3 to the end).
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3.2 Act II

Similarly to the Prologue, Act II opens with Paolo and Pietro alone on stage; Paolo takes Pietro
to the window pointing to the prisoners, Gabriele and Fiesco, and asks him to take both of them to a
secret place so that he can meet them. Pietro exits, leaving Paolo alone on stage.
Paolo is “perturbed by only one thought, and with terror he says: I have cursed myself!...”78 His
terror then turns into “rage” on the words “Defamed… outcast…”79 Paolo still oscillates between these
two main emotional states, but at this point he is determined to go all the way. Rejected by Genoa and
the Senate, Paolo reveals his plan: he will try to assassinate the Doge, “who has offended him, although
he owes him the throne.”80 He will of course not directly murder Boccanegra, but rather poison his
cup of water and at the same time try to bribe someone else to kill him. He then “ferociously says: may
death choose its way between the poison and the dagger.”81 Boito’s lines for this recitative were
especially appreciated by Verdi, who commented: “What a pity! Those lines so powerful, in the mouth
of an ordinary villain. I have arranged, however, so that this Paolo becomes a villain of the less
villainous.”82
As a matter of fact, Paolo is the character who is subject to the most significant transformation
from the first to the second version of the opera, becoming “a role of great dramatic importance,”83
and that he was no longer “a comprimario but rather a first baritone.”84 His negative musical
characterization emerges gradually, conferring greater three-dimensionality to his personality and,
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most of all, making room for his humanity, which makes him not only a devilish character but mostly
a human being who is a victim of his own passions.85 Verdi insisted many times on the need for a very
good actor for the role of Paolo, and even his pupil, Emanuele Muzio, had noticed how the character
had become “the motor of the action:”

86

he puts Boccanegra on the throne, he plans Amelia’s

abduction, he forces Gabriele to murder the Doge, he poisons the Doge, and takes part in the upheaval
that brings him to his death. This essential role, which mainly relies on acting qualities and much less
on extensive stage presence or explicit statements, requires a very competent singer-actor.
Fiesco and Gabriele arrive in the following scene, and Pietro exits. The dialogue between
Fiesco and Paolo is once again introduced by a chromatic rising line in unison in the strings, a typical
musical feature of Verdi’s negative characterizations [Example 4, p. 148].87 Paolo speaks to Fiesco
from a distance, and only comes closer when he suggests that Fiesco murder the Doge in his sleep.
However, unlike Paolo, Fiesco is a man of high ideals and he is horrified by this proposal. At this
point, “Paolo comes even closer and asks him sottovoce”88 if this means that he is refusing his proposal.
When Fiesco confirms his refusal, once again Paolo’s lack of control and the failure of his plan enrage
him and “with a furious gesture he adds: go back to your prison.”89
The musical setting of this duet in F major seems quite unusual if related to the nature of the
dramatic moment. However, both vocal lines are in either declamato or in unison with the orchestra,
which is one of the typical features of the negative musical characterization as mentioned above. I
believe the contrast to be even more striking and dramatically effective if this scene is related to the
previous monologue. When Paolo is alone, he is free to express his inner self exactly as it is; on the
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other hand, he restrains himself in Fiesco’s presence to give a sense of self control. It seems to me that
the portamenti in Fiesco’s line at II/B/15-16 and 19-20, and the similar ones in Paolo’s line at II/C/68, which may sound a little unusual, are meant to avoid an accent that would otherwise naturally
happen on the notes in the higher register, whereas Verdi wants the voice to mirror the articulation in
the strings. The performance of these portamenti should therefore not be so evident in my opinion, but
rather a way of handing the first note to the second, without any abrupt changes.90
As Fiesco leaves and Gabriele follows him, Paolo stops Gabriele and tries to convince him to
murder the Doge, this time with a much more tempting reasoning. As he had done with Boccanegra at
the beginning of the Prologue, Paolo uses Amelia as an emotional blackmail. Gabriele, who is a
younger man than Fiesco and a more impulsive personality, is carried away by his jealousy and
believes Paolo’s words, but he does not seem to give in. Fearing that Gabriele too will ruin his plans,
Paolo runs to the doors and locks all the exits, so that Gabriele is forced to accept.
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3.3 Act III

Paolo’s last appearance on the scene occurs at the beginning of the third act, when he is dragged
on stage by four guards. “With a dark and sardonic tone,”91 he tells Fiesco that “his demon had pushed
him to take part in the upheaval”92 and that he had been caught, which is why Boccanegra has
sentenced him to death. Once again, Paolo’s line is in declamato style, which closely follows the
dramatic unfolding of the scene. The key of C minor one more time proves to be tied to Paolo’s
character and to be a part of his evil characterization and the melodic line starting at III/C/13 seems to
embody Paolo’s jealousy: “the melody turns around a pivot note, usually within the interval of a minor
third, and then goes back to the initial sound.”93
He then “gets closer to Fiesco,”94 and tells him that he has poisoned the Doge, and Fiesco reacts
with disgust. Paolo’s vocality turns into a parlante, featuring repeated notes in the central or high
register. He has achieved one of his goals, which was to take revenge on the Doge, and at this point he
has nothing to lose. However, he has not obtained the real object of his desire, Amelia, and when he
hears the choir singing for Amelia and Gabriele’s wedding, Paolo “jumps: a ferocious and spiteful rage
possesses him.”95 He tells Fiesco that he was the instigator of Amelia’s abduction and when Fiesco
unsheathes his sword as a reaction he provokes him and “coldly says: hit me”96.
Many have seen Paolo’s character and personality as a precursor of Jago in Verdi’s Otello, also
a creation of Boito’s pen.97 This and other similarities between the dramaturgies and musical style of
the two operas are quite unsurprising, given that Boccanegra was revised only a few years before Verdi
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started to work on Otello.98 Both characters seem to share Boito’s natural tendency towards the
creation of devilish characters, although Paolo has a more three-dimensional characterization in the
second version of the opera, where he becomes a “villain of the less villainous.”99
Paolo’s character also provides an interesting insight into the evolution of Verdi’s aesthetics
and dramaturgy. The dramatic verisimilitude that Verdi pursued throughout his career involved the
broadening of the concept of mimetics in art to new realms as well as a new interpretation of the ideal
of “beautiful” compared to the way in which it had been conceived in the Classical era.100
In 18th century opera, reality was filtered through idealization and aesthetic stylization.
Although music was often intended to be a mimesis of human passions, composers created a pure
image of the object of the mimesis, which was freed from a precise dramatic context and idealized as
a possible form of the represented passion. Although composers were aware that a true mimesis of
psychological disorder would require a parallel disorder in the music, the compelling need for harmony
and balance led them to find technical compromises to represent altered psychological states.101 On
the contrary,

Verdi goes further in the direction of mimesis, and includes realms that were completely
incompatible with the past «ideal beautiful», the musical correspondent of which cannot but turn
its back to the usual need for balance and harmony […]. It is notable that the refusal of a certain
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kind of beautiful goes in parallel with the refusal of the musical equivalent of a certain style of
singing.102

The evolution of Verdi’s dramaturgy was most likely influenced by Shakespeare’s works and by
Hugo’s theory of the grotesque, both held into high consideration by the composer.103 The interest that
intellectuals, artists and philosophers in general showed for the realm of the ugly probably stemmed
from the perception of a radical crisis of the ideal world that had been portrayed and imagined by the
Classicist era. It was not until Karl Rosenkranz’s Ästhetik des Hässlichen (1853), in which the
philosopher attempted to explain the phenomenology of the ugly in Hegelian terms,104 that the
aesthetics of the ugly was theorized for the first time. Rosenkranz explained the ugly as a part of the
beautiful – its denial – rather than as an autonomous aesthetic phenomenon. In his Hegelian view, the
ugly was not considered as an autonomous category, but rather as the antithesis of the beautiful. The
interaction of the beautiful (thesis) and the ugly (antithesis), would then culminate in a synthesis, which
consisted of an enriched idea of beautiful.
Many of Rosenkranz’s philosophical concepts were anticipated by Hugo, who had gone a step
forward in the conception and application of his theory of the grotesque, as stated in the preface to his
Cromwell.105 Hugo’s Cromwell, known to both Verdi and Boito, was written in 1827 and its preface
became the manifesto of the French Romantic culture. Verdi’s knowledge of the Shakespearean works
and style was also filtered through the romantic perception and especially through Hugo’s eyes.
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Hugo’s statement “le laid c’est le beau,” “the ugly is the beautiful,” roughly summarizes the
author’s take on the role of ugliness in art. The dichotomy between the sublime and the grotesque first
occurred with the advent of Christianity, which led “poetry into the paths of truth.”106 Unlike the poetry
of the ancients, which “cast aside almost everything in art which fell short of its type of beauty,”
according to Hugo the poetry of Christianity strives “to do as nature does, to mingle in its creations,
but without confounding them, light and darkness, the sublime and the ridiculous, […] for the point of
departure of religion is always identical with the point of departure of poetry.”107 Hugo believed that
“the modern genius springs from the fruitful union of the grotesque type and the sublime,”108 a genius
that opposes its “complex and varied”109 forms and “inexhaustible […] creations”110 to the “uniform
simplicity”111 of the genius of the ancients.
In modern poetry, according to Hugo, “the grotesque plays an enormous part,”112 and “it is to be
found everywhere; on the one hand it creates the deformed and the horrible; on the other hand the
comic, the buffoon.”113 The culminating point of modern poetry is the drama, “which combines in one
breath the grotesque and the sublime”114 and, most of all, “depicts life.”115
An essential principle of the modern aesthetics that lies at the base of Hugo’s thought is leaving
behind the separation of styles as well as the two Aristotelian unities of time and space (the unity of
action was still considered to be a valid principle). If this step is not taken “the two stems of art […]
will produce no other fruit than, on the one hand, abstract vices and absurdities, on the other hand
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abstract crime, heroism and virtue.”116 The “exactness in the matter of locality is one of the most
essential elements of reality,”117 a “silent character”118 that greatly contributes to the spectator’s
perception of truthfulness.
Historical accuracy was of utmost importance for Verdi as well, who took care of the most
minute details, including the age of the characters. As a matter of fact, in the revised version
Boccanegra is 25 in the Prologue and not 36 as he was in the first version, probably to make his age
more historically accurate according to his date of birth. Moreover, there are 25 and not 24 years
between the Prologue and the first Act. This change is most likely ascribable to the need for greater
historical precision, especially on the date of Boccanegra’s election (1339), when he already has a twoyear old daughter, and his death (1363), which required the interval between Prologue and Act I to be
at least 25 years.
Similarly, “every plot has its proper duration”119 and it would be absurd and impossible to
confine every action within twenty-four hours, just as it would be to “fit the same shoe to every
foot.”120 Needless to say, an opera in which the Prologue happens twenty-five years before the first
Act such as Simon Boccanegra completely embraces this idea.
An important distinction must be made both in Hugo’s and in Verdi’s case, between “reality
from the standpoint of nature”121 and “reality from the standpoint of art.”122 The reality that modern
art must be reconstructed upon is invented, as art and nature are two entirely distinct domains, to the
point that as Verdi observes
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Copying reality can be a good thing, but to invent reality is better, much better. There seems to be
a contradiction in these three words: to copy reality, but ask Dad [Verdi viewed Shakespeare as a
model and affectionately referred to him as “Dad”]. It may have been that Dad found himself with
a Falstaff, but it is unlikely that he may have met such a villainous villain as Jago, and even less
such angels as Cordelia, Imogene, Desdemona, etc. etc., and yet they are so real! Copying reality
is a beautiful thing, but it is photography, not painting.123

This explains why Verdi would not accept the definition of Verismo for his music and preferred
the idea of scenic verisimilitude to that of straightforward verisimilitude intended as the portrayal of
what was likely to happen in reality. One of the direct consequences of this idea of inventing reality
for both Hugo and Verdi is the possibility to maintain the formal inheritance of their predecessors,
because it is the “workmen, not the tool”124 of the past that is to be condemned. Hugo advocates for
drama to be expressed in verse as much as Verdi advocates for the validity of set pieces and traditional
operatic forms, which he employs changing their connotation and meaning according to the dramatic
need and purpose.125
The new Romantic drama uses the inherited tools to create a new style that “is the grotesque
with the sublime, the soul within the body, tragedy beneath comedy.”126 The grotesque and the ugly
are, “as a means of contrast, the richest source of inspiration that nature can throw open to art”127
because “the beautiful has but one type; the ugly has a thousand.”128 It follows, that “the grotesque is
one of the supreme beauties of the drama,”129 and that if art is to invent reality it must include elements
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that are in contrast with the monotonous “universal beauty, which the ancients solemnly spread over
everything.”130
In music, and more specifically in Verdi’s works, the ugly comes to have a variety of different
forms. One of the most evident is the negativity that universally permeates his works,131 and Simon
Boccanegra is an illustrious example of it. Other forms include the physical, natural and moral
ugliness. Characters such as Paolo, who is suffocated by hatred and desire for vengeance are a very
significant example of moral ugliness, in this case a product of both the librettist and the composer.
Boito’s affinity with the Milanese Scapigliatura132 is quite palpable in Paolo’s transformation from the
first to the second version of the opera. Indeed, in the revised Simon Boccanegra Paolo’s character and
psychology are more complex and multifaceted, also thanks to the added curse scene at the end of Act
I and the monologue at the beginning of Act III, which facilitate the spectator’s participation to Paolo’s
thoughts and moral ugliness.
The inclusion of the ugly in the name of a greater dramatic verisimilitude affects the style of
singing too, which, unlike the florid and more classically “beautiful” style of belcanto, becomes
completely oriented towards the expression of the dramatic content. In line with this idea of expressive
and dramatic singing, the disposizione scenica offers indications for Paolo’s lines such as restlessly,
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mysteriously, mezza-voce, quietly and with interest, ferociously, with rage etc., and Paolo’s lines are
rarely sung out, but rather mostly in declamato with few exceptions.
Just as Hugo’s Cromwell, Paolo is a “complex, many-sided being”133 and, as many other Verdian
characters, “a combination of contrary elements”134 that appear one after the other or
simultaneously.135 The added scenes in the second version contribute to offer a perspective of
evolution in Paolo: a revolutionary democrat and a man of ideals although recklessly ambitious,
becomes the Doge’s right-hand man. He is struck by love, and cannot bear to be deprived of the object
of his love. Overwhelmed by hatred and desire for revenge, he ends his life as a murderer, victim of
his own passions.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Jacopo Fiesco

Jacopo Fiesco is a noble man from Genoa who is 40 years old in the Prologue. He is a Patrician
and belongs to an important Guelf family. He is the father of Maria, the woman whom Boccanegra is
in love with and with whom he has had a daughter two years earlier. Fiesco despises Boccanegra for
having seduced his daughter and has forbid him to see her.
In the Prologue, Fiesco first appears just after Paolo has convinced the people to support
Simone for the dogeship and the people have dispersed. He exits his palace onto the scene alone, “takes
a few steps forward and then turns around to look at the palace.”1 His daughter Maria has just died,
and the palace has become her “cold grave.”2 Fiesco feels responsible for being unable to protect his
daughter and curses Boccanegra, the “vile, wicked man”3 who seduced her. In the midst of his
emotional turmoil he addresses the icon of the Virgin outside the palace and “forcefully says: And you,
Virgin, could bear that she was deprived of her virginal crown? ”4 He then immediately “regrets”5 his
blasphemous words realizing that the immense pain that he feels is making him delirious, and asks for
forgiveness.
The romanza that follows is a rarity in this opera, where not even the title role has an aria. The
structure of the romanza is quite traditional, with a first part in F-sharp minor and a second part in the
parallel major, although the entire aria is reduced to the bone, with a middle part only sung by the
chorus that prepares the second part in F-sharp major [Example 1, p. 124]. Fiesco’s vocality avoids
extensive cantabile lines and appears very hieratic and static. The tendency to avoid extensive lyrical
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phrases was a typical feature of the style of writing for comprimari,6 as well as the full use of the
lowest range and the preference for vocal lines that mostly move by narrow intervals.7
The vocality of this aria, and especially its final descending arpeggio, explains why Verdi had
such specific vocal requirements for Fiesco and why it was so difficult to find a bass suitable for the
role. Indeed, Fiesco’s aria is a mixture of declamato and moments of cantabile that often occur when
Fiesco’s lost paternity is involved,8 in which Verdi imposes subdued dynamics ranging from p to ppp.
Already at the time of the first Boccanegra, Verdi insisted that he needed a “deep bass of great skill”9
for Fiesco. During the revision process, in his correspondence with Ricordi Verdi made it even clearer
that he needed a “voice of steel,”10 “deep, full in its lower range down to F, with something inexorable,
prophetic and sepulchral in the tone,”11 that the low F was essential above all, and that he did not care
much about the higher range which he would have lowered if need be.12
All the required vocal features for Fiesco did not seem to find their ideal match in the chosen
Edouard De Reszke (Warsaw 1853-Garnek, Czestochowa, 1917),13 whose “baritonal and quite empty
voice did not have all these things,”14 according to Verdi. De Reszke was among the finest basses of
the second half of the XIX century and was especially known for being a very skillful singer-actor,
with a voice of incredible smoothness and homogeneity, which can still be partially grasped in the
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rusty 1903 recordings.15 In Verdi’s opinion, he was “too beautiful, his voice too beautiful, too skillful,
too much of everything,”16 he just wanted “a different Fiesco.”17 This is not the first time that Verdi
deems a voice or a singer to be “too beautiful”, in fact the same had happened with Eugenia Tadolini
for the role of Lady Macbeth,18 and de Reszke’s case is not much different.
Verdi was completely aware of the refined vocal skills of the legendary Polish bass; however,
he was looking for an expressive and theatrical voice above all, and with a powerful lower range that
would be suitable for the inexorable tone that he imagined for Fiesco. He insisted with Ricordi,19 that
“the two parts of Fiesco and Boccanegra were hard to perform like no other,”20 and that “if those parts
were weak the opera would not hold up;”21 in an opera that was “itself risky,”22 he could not take any
further risks. Therefore, Verdi went to Milan in February 1881 where Ernani was programmed at La
Scala, so that he could listen to Anna D’Angeri (the chosen singer for Amelia) and “especially Edouard
de Reszke,”23 whom he still did not deem appropriate for the role “despite everyone thinking all the
best about him.”24 He would then decide whether he could accept him for the role or not. Time was
15
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running short and Verdi clearly said that he would not have authorized the performance of the opera
if he did not approve of the singers.25
Luckily, after listening to the singers in Ernani, Verdi decided to authorize the performance of
the revised Simon Boccanegra, and the role of Fiesco was assigned to the Polish baritone. Ricordi was
extremely relieved by Verdi’s decision, and reassured him about both D’Angeri and de Reszke, saying
that “although the artists were not divine creators,”26 they would have been “docile and formidable
instruments”27 in the composer’s hands, that they would have “resonated to his will,”28 and that Verdi
would not have regretted his choice. However, Verdi’s care and insistence on the matter are yet another
proof of how he strongly believed that every single element in an opera equally contributed to the
dramatic effect that he had in mind. Indeed, having a full low F means having a full lower register,
which is an essential feature in order to convey the dark and “sepulchral” traits that Verdi imagined
for Fiesco’s character.
Following the romanza, Fiesco leaves “slowly and with an attitude of great mournfulness,”29
and then stays still on stage right “contemplating the house that he is abandoning.”30 “When the
orchestral tremolo starts the door of the palace opens and the few relatives who have witnessed
Fiesco’s daughter’s death disperse.”31 Verdi specifies that “this must be done without haste, with
attitude of grief,”32 and that Fiesco must remain motionless.
At the beginning of the Allegro Moderato (P/T/9), Boccanegra returns on stage and sees Fiesco.
When he asks who it is Fiesco comes forward, recognizes Boccanegra, and “fiercely exclaims:
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Simon?...”33 In the duet that follows, as Boccanegra begs him for forgiveness, Fiesco must always
“answer with haughtiness and cold-heartedness,”34 to the point that when Boccanegra, “exasperated,”35
offers his chest to him and asks him to kill him if this will appease his rage, Fiesco takes two steps
back and “with a proud and contemptuous tone he replies: murder you?”36
Throughout the first part of this duet, Verdi presents the fiercest side of Fiesco’s personality,
with a vocality that shows several forza elements (P/U/5-14), and a tessitura that is almost baritonal
ranging up to a high F (P/U/12). Fiesco then “calms down”37 and proposes a deal to Boccanegra: if he
entrusts to him the daughter that was born two years earlier from Boccanegra’s impure love for Maria
and whom Fiesco has yet to see for the first time, he will treat her as his own child and Boccanegra
will be forgiven. Once again, when Fiesco mentions Maria’s daughter his tone changes completely
and becomes softer, and the vocal line reflects this change with sung out legato lines (P/Y/0). After
learning that Boccanegra has lost track of his daughter, Fiesco bids him farewell and turns his back at
him. When Boccanegra follows him and begs him to listen, Fiesco “cold-heartedly answers: No.”38
Fiesco then observes Boccanegra as he enters the palace in search of Maria. When he hears
Boccanegra’s cry of pain as he finds Maria’s corpse, Fiesco “cries: the time of your punishment has
come!”39 In the final scene of the Prologue, while the crowd is rejoicing around Boccanegra, Fiesco
“has a motion of surprise and rage and says: Simone Doge? Hell is burning in my chest!...”40 and leaves
when the masses arrive.
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4.1 Act I

Twenty-five years have passed and Fiesco, now 63 years old, lives outside Genoa as an outcast under
the name of Andrea Grimaldi.
Fiesco enters on stage for the first time after Amelia and Gabriele’s duet (Act I, n. 4), and is
surprised as he meets Gabriele, that he is there so early in the morning.41 Gabriele is about to answer,
but Fiesco “interrupts him guessing his words and, almost finishing his sentence, he adds: that you
love Amelia.”42 The recitative that follows reveals the “authentic bass vocation of the character,”43
with a combination of an aristocratic, severe and sorrowful tone. Fiesco explains to Gabriele that
Amelia is not really a Grimaldi, assuming that he will no longer want to marry her because she is not
of noble birth. When Gabriele learns that she is in fact of humble origin, he does not step back and still
asks Fiesco for her hand in marriage. Fiesco “follows him, and calmly and solemnly says: come to
me.”44
The sostenuto religioso (I/B/3) that follows, shows yet another side of Fiesco’s vocality, a
“priestly tone”45 and an organ-like texture (Fiesco has another low F in this section at I/D/6) with
which he blesses Gabriele and Amelia’s union. This moment, which “must be sung and acted calmly
and with great expression,”46 replaced the vow scene47 in the first version of the opera, which Verdi
considered “quite useless”48 because it was too ferocious, whereas he “would have preferred that
Fiesco, almost Amelia’s father, blessed the young couple.”49 This choice creates some contrast and
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offers a more nuanced and three-dimensional psychological image of Fiesco, as well as a “ray of light
in such darkness.”50 However, Verdi is very careful not to lose cohesion and not to betray the tinta of
the work, so he asks Boito to “insert some civil sentiments in the blessing, in order not to lose the color
of the opera.”51
Fiesco enters again half way through the Act I finale, dragged into the Council Chamber by the
masses after taking part in the upheaval (I/L/2). He first sings in the ensemble that follows
Boccanegra’s plea Plebeians, Patricians, people! (I/Y/4), which must be sung “by everyone very
calmly and sweetly;”52 Fiesco only “takes a step forward on the words: O homeland.”53

4.2 Act II

Fiesco is now a prisoner in the Doge’s palace, and he appears on stage when Paolo sends Pietro
for him and Gabriele. When Paolo suggests that Fiesco murder the Doge in his sleep, he “is horrified
at this proposal and pridefully walks towards Paolo as he exclaims: How dare you propose a misdeed
to Fiesco? ”54 When Paolo insists and is faced with “Fiesco’s repulse,”55 he becomes furious and sends
him back to prison.
Although very short, I believe this duet to be a very significant dramatic moment for the
definition of Fiesco’s personality and ethics as opposed to Paolo’s. indeed, Paolo’s reckless ambition
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leads him to pursue his plans and reach his goals with every possible means, regardless of the ethical
implications [Example 4, p. 148]. On the contrary, Fiesco is a man of honor, and, although he despises
Boccanegra and would not hesitate to face him on an even footing, he cannot imagine ambushing and
killing the Doge while he’s sleeping.
The difference between the two characters’ ethics and personality is reflected and enhanced in
the movements that Verdi imagines for them on stage. As a matter of fact, Fiesco always remains at a
distance from Paolo, except for the moment in which he “walks towards him”56 enraged by his proposal
to murder the Doge “and says: how dare you propose a misdeed to Fiesco?”57 On the contrary, Paolo
starts from a distance, and then “takes a step towards Fiesco to propose to him: Slaughter him in his
sleep.”58 Faced with Fiesco’s indignation and clear refusal he “comes even closer”59 to him and
“sottovoce he says: You refuse?”60 trying to convince him to give in.
The vocal lines of both Fiesco and Paolo contribute to the perception of Paolo’s subtle attempts
at enticement and persuasion. In the opening of the duet, Fiesco’s line doubles the strings’ melody in
a parlante melodico, while Paolo replies in a rather declamato style, answering Fiesco’s question in a
neutral way that is supposed to remove all suspicion about the unusual meeting. However, Fiesco does
not let his guard down and he notices that Paolo’s “looks are wicked”61 – his vocal line at this point is
still doubling the line in the strings. It is quite interesting, in my opinion, that Paolo’s answer to
Fiesco’s insinuation is not only modelled on the same line in the strings that Fiesco was singing, but
also completes Fiesco’s line, starting the cadential progression that ends on the F major chord at
II/B/22. The relevance of this melodic adherence is twofold: in the text, because Paolo is trying to
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create a point of contact by showing that he “knows the hatred that is hidden”62 in Fiesco, and in the
melodic line, because to do that he abandons his declamato and adopts Fiesco’s parlante melodico,
although he doesn’t exactly follow the strings as Fiesco had done earlier.
Paolo immediately changes his tone after this subtle manipulation and asks Fiesco to listen to
his plan (II/C/0-5). He returns to a declamato style of singing as he introduces his idea with caution in
the most manipulative way, availing himself of Fiesco’s frustration for the failure of the Guelf
upheaval that he had incited. The orchestra follows and highlights this change, abandoning the legato
melody in the strings for a nervous figure with accents on the weak beats of the measure and sudden
shifts from f to p. Fiesco listens, but remains quite skeptical and cautious.
Paolo then takes possession of the initial melody in the strings and sings in parlante melodico
over the entire phrase (II/C/6-9), again trying to create an emotional connection with Fiesco in a double
way, both with content and tone. He entices Fiesco by underlining how they both share the same hatred
towards the Doge, before informing him that Boccanegra is preparing a new slaughter.63 To be even
more convincing, he mirrors Fiesco’s vocality again, just as he had done earlier, but the bass line
retains the staccato triplet movement from the previous section, adding a grotesque component to the
theme.
Fiesco does not fall into the trap and turns the conversation back to the declamato style,
insinuating that Paolo is setting a snare for him (II/C/9-16). Paolo continues in the attempt to convince
and tempt Fiesco by saying that the Doge has already condemned him and that he, on the other hand,
will show him the way to victory.64 This is the only moment in which Fiesco seems to show some
actual interest in Paolo’s plan, and as he asks “on what terms” Paolo will show him the way to victory,
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for the first time he sings in declamato style over the melody in the strings that had opened the duet,
seemingly sliding into Paolo’s vocality (II/D/1-2).
This is the moment that Paolo seizes to make his last stand and to suggest that Fiesco murder
the Doge in his sleep. Of course, to do that he uses Fiesco’s initial vocality in parlante melodico with
the strings, so it almost seems that the two characters have exchanged their vocality for a moment
(II/D/0-4). However, as soon as Fiesco hears Paolo’s plan he reacts with “disgust and disbelief,”65 his
honor offended by such a proposal. Fiesco’s disbelief is enhanced in the music by the fact that he asks
twice “You dare suggest a misdeed to Fiesco?,”66 the second time a whole step above the first (II/D/48).
Paolo pays no attention to Fiesco’s offended honor, as it does not belong to his language nor
to his ethics. As the orchestra returns to a diluted version of the texture at (II/C/0-4), Paolo mirrors
Fiesco’s question, asking “You refuse?”67 twice, the second time a semitone lower, ancora più piano,
the vocal line almost an image of his last desperate attempt to manipulate Fiesco’s conscience and
thought.
It is in fact quite noticeable that Fiesco is the only character in the opera that Paolo is not able
to manipulate or force into any action. Indeed, Paolo manipulates Pietro and the masses to obtain their
support for Boccanegra’s dogeship and he manipulates Boccanegra into accepting the dogeship. He
convinces Pietro to abduct Amelia and succeeds in forcing Gabriele into attempting to murder the
Doge. Fiesco is the only character who remains anchored to his ideals, an aspect of his personality that
matches his “voice of steel.” He is an older man and therefore more mature and aware than both
Boccanegra and Paolo, let alone Gabriele.
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4.3 Act III

We meet both Paolo and Fiesco again in Act III (III/C/0), after the Guelf rebellion has been
suppressed by the Doge. Fiesco is freed from prison and the captain returns his sword to him; Fiesco
“immediately wraps it around his waist.”68 He then asks about the Guelfs and when he learns from the
captain that they have been defeated he exclaims “Oh bitter freedom!”69 At this point, Paolo enters
dragged by two guards and Fiesco reacts with “a gesture of consternation.”70
When Paolo confesses that he himself poisoned the Doge, once again the different ethics or
lack thereof that separate the two characters could not be starker: Fiesco “steps back with disgust.”71
The same happens when they hear the choir singing for Amelia and Gabriele’s wedding, and Paolo
confesses that he ordered Amelia’s abduction. Fiesco reacts with such rage that he “unsheathes his
sword and charges Paolo.”72 However, Paolo’s cold reaction makes him “stop and answer: Don’t hope
for that; you are promised to the headsman’s ax.”73
As Paolo leaves, dragged by the guards, Fiesco remains alone and hides as he sees the Doge
approaching. He remains concealed until the Doge says “Why did I not find my grave in the sea?”74
(III/I/7-11), to which he answers “It would have been better for you!”75 (III/L/0).76 When the Doge
tries to call the guards, Fiesco “comes forward at a slow, solemn pace while he replies: you are calling
them in vain.”77
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When the Doge asks him what he wants, Fiesco answers with a “threatening, almost prophetic
tone, his arm stretched out towards backstage.”78 This tone is enhanced in the vocal line by a repeated
insistence on the tonic, which is the beginning and at the end of his line in most of his entrances
(III/M/0-16).79 After listening to his words, the Doge starts to remember Fiesco’s voice, and when
Fiesco “gets even closer”80 he finally recognizes him.
In the following Allegro assai vivo (III/N/11-Q), Fiesco must sing with a “very grandiose and
forceful tone, contrasting in such a way with the Doge’s answers, which must inspire peace and
serenity.”81 When the Doge is finally able to tell Fiesco that his granddaughter and Boccanegra’s
daughter is Maria, Fiesco is “struck by immense pain, and with an attitude of despair he comes forward
to say: Oh Heavens!”82
The following Largo (III/S/0) is dominated by a “feeling of painful calmness and great
emotion”83 that must “emerge from the tone and physiognomy of both characters.”84 Towards the end
of the duet, the two will be hugging each other. When the Doge’s strength begins to vacillate Fiesco
“sustains”85 him and, once the Doge is seated on a chair, Fiesco, “lovingly leaning over him, cries:
Cruel fate.”86
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In the Finale of the opera, the “solemn tone”87 with which Fiesco “exclaims: Ogni letizia”88 in
the ensemble before the Doge’s death (III/YY/0) brings the prophetic and dignified priestly elements
of Fiesco’s vocality back. His line, unadorned and hammering on a G, is in stark contrast with Amelia
and Gabriele’s reaction, which is of unconcealed pain and long expansive melodic lines. After
Boccanegra’s death, Fiesco announces to the people that Gabriele Adorno is the new Doge, according
to Boccanegra’s will. His last authoritative, funereal declamato phrase, “he is dead, pray for him”89
(III/AA/11-BB/3), marks the end of the opera, confirming the dark, pessimistic tinta of the opening.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Amelia Grimaldi/Boccanegra and Gabriele Adorno

Amelia/Maria is 27 years old, she is Boccanegra and Maria’s daughter, and Fiesco’s
granddaughter. She is “a modest young girl, solitary, almost a little nun, skinny, vaporous.”1 Gabriele
Adorno is a 30 year-old gentleman from Genoa; he is a Patrician of the Guelf side, devoutly loyal to
Fiesco and in love with Amelia/Maria Boccanegra. He despises Boccanegra because he murdered his
father, and wants to avenge him.2
Both characters are absent in the Prologue (Amelia is only mentioned in the duet between
Fiesco and Boccanegra), and appear on stage for the first time at the beginning of Act I. The act opens
with Amelia’s aria “Come in quest’ora bruna,” which is set to music as a barcarole in 6/8, a typical
feature of this opera. In fact, throughout Simon Boccanegra the sea is a silent character, which emerges
both in the meter and texture of the music with barcarole rhythms and 6/8 or 3/8 meters and in the
character’s words, especially in Boccanegra and Amelia’s case.
At the curtain draw, “dawn is slowly breaking.”3 Amelia is “on stage, her face turned to the
left, contemplating the sea.”4 She “stays in this position for the entire first part of the aria,”5 and will
“turn to the audience”6 and “come three or four steps forward”7 after the line “But what do the stars
and sea.”8 At the “reprise of the aria: O proud abode, she will turn to the right, outlining the palace.”9
After the words “Love smiles on me, she will walk a little upstage, and, looking at the sky and the sea,
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she says: Dawn breaks in the sky!..., and then comes forward again to the proscenium to finish the
aria.”10
There are no indications on the disposizione about Amelia’s style of singing for this piece, but
the document is rich in detail about her movement on stage throughout the aria. An interesting
consideration that emerges in light of these indications, is that Amelia finishes her aria in a rather
conventional position, that is in the proscenium. It is not infrequent, especially in the great Council
Chamber scene in the finale of Act I, to read indications on movements that prescribe the exact
opposite, ensuring that no singer is looking towards the audience, in order to preserve the fourth wall.11
The characters in this scene only look towards the audience when the cantabile after Boccanegra’s plea
for peace occurs. Similarly, this aria is a static piece, so it is not surprising that Verdi might have
imagined this position for her, although I believe that it is very relevant to the way Verdi presents the
character.
As a matter of fact, Amelia and Gabriele are the two characters who evolved the least from the
first version of the opera in 1857 to the revised version of 1881. It is in their presence that we find
conventional forms and traditional cantabile style of singing from Verdi’s earlier style more frequently,
so it is not surprising that Amelia might be singing her aria in the proscenium, which used to be the
norm. At the same time, traditional and modern elements are continuously intertwined, and Amelia
sings “Dawn breaks in the sky” upstage before coming back to finish the cantabile, creating an effect
of softening that should sound similar to Gabriele’s voice from afar that will sound just after the aria,
and therefore suggests a continuity in space and sound.
The vocality of Amelia’s aria mainly stays within the G4 – G5 range, but also descends to D4 as
Amelia recalls the “dark and cruel night when her dying guardian exclaimed: May the heavens watch
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over you!”12 On the other hand, the ascent to B5 underlines her ecstatic expectation of Gabriele’s
“loving song”13 that dries her tears as “dawn does with the flowers’ dew.”14
The alternation of very subdued and soft dynamics with other moments that must be sung “con
forza”15 is probably what created confusion about Verdi’s vocal requirements for the role. Indeed in
his correspondence, unlike the other characters of the opera, for Amelia and Gabriele Verdi does not
go beyond asking for “good voices,”16 which does not help with the identification of a specific vocality
for Amelia. Unlike many other Verdian women, Amelia is a “vaporous young girl,” which would seem
to require a more lyric and less dramatic voice. For this reason, Verdi thought that the part was not
suitable for Anna D’Angeri, who was known for her powerful voice and stage presence.17 Ricordi
agreed with Verdi on the matter, but also tried to persuade him to listen to her in order to make his
final decision, because she was able to “perform miracles.”18 Both the alternative singers that Ricordi
had thought of, Erminia Borghi-Mamo and Adelina Patti would have required adjustments in the part
because the tessitura was too high. Verdi excluded Borghi-Mamo because of the tessitura issue and
confirmed that he did not want D’Angeri either.19
Verdi then showed interest in Carolina Buglione Di Monale,20 and asked Ricordi what he
thought of her. Ricordi replied that he though Di Monale to be quite mediocre, but that he would go to
the Dal Verme theatre in Milan to listen to her and let him know. The editor at this point insisted on
the possibility of hiring D’Angeri, whom he believed would have been approved by Verdi too, if he
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would only listen to her.21 After listening to Di Monale, Ricordi followed up with his impression:
“Voice = good in the higher range and sufficiently timbered – mediocre in the middle range – null in
the lower range; Figure = neither beautiful nor ugly, but not likeable; Actress = cold, even clumsy –
overall, a good little singer for secondary theatres –”22
Verdi was quite annoyed by Ricordi’s insistence on D’Angeri, and insisted that he did not want
to argue and that although probably it was all his fault for seeing things from a different perspective
than the editor,23 still nothing really forced him to revise and perform Simon Boccanegra again, and it
would have been hard anyway to find “water to baptize an opera that had such an original sin.”24 In
the same letter the composer expressed his concerns about the lack of theatricality of the opera, and
the consequent need of great actors above all, because the roles were not ready-made as in other operas.
For Amelia, as mentioned above, he needed a “a modest and calm young girl, skinny and vaporous.”25
He was well aware that it would have been impossible to find exactly what he had in mind, but he was
hoping for “something close.”26
Ricordi was able to interpret Verdi’s request, and found three possible artists with the requisites
that Verdi had mentioned. One of the possibilities was Adele Gini,27 who was a member of the La
Scala company. Her “slender figure and likeable voice”28 seemed to be suitable for the role; however,
she had been hired for Ruy Blas in the same season and Ricordi feared that, since this opera was not
appreciated by the Milanese audience, this might have an influence on the success of Verdi’s
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Boccanegra if she were hired for it.29 The other possibilities were Olimpia Boronat,30 or Dolores
Buireo.31 However, the former was “too short and ugly,”32 and the latter “had a beautiful voice and
likeable figure but was also too short.”33 Concerning D’Angeri, Ricordi apologized for insisting and
at the same time still suggested that Verdi “listen to her in appellate court before judging her in Court
of Cassation, nothing more.”34 Verdi quickly and dryly replied that if Ricordi had the right singer “the
debut in Ruy Blas did not matter. As long as she really was good.”35
The research went on and Ricordi listened to Di Monale again in Carmen, and liked her better
than the first time. However, he confirmed to Verdi what he had said about her voice earlier, and
especially that as an actress she was a “block of ice.”36 The correspondence about the interpreter for
Amelia’s role stopped for a few days because of Tito Ricordi’s (Giovanni Ricordi’s father) precarious
health condition, and the issue was brought up again by Verdi, who reminded Ricordi that the suitable
interpreter for Amelia is something that they still had to think about.37 After another positive comment
about D’Angeri on Ricordi’s side,38 Verdi just replied that he could hire whoever he deemed
appropriate and that he would have listened to the singers and if he did not approve of them nothing
would have come of it.39 In January 1881 Giovanni Ricordi was ill and the issue was suspended.
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Upon Ricordi’s advice, Verdi secretly went to La Scala to listen to Ernani on February 9th in
order to evaluate the suitability D’Angeri, Tamagno40 and De Reszke for the respective roles of
Amelia, Gabriele, and Fiesco.41 From Ricordi we learn that Verdi agreed to hire the three singers for
the above mentioned roles after listening to them, although he did still have some concerns about their
suitability.42
The perplexity about D’Angeri’s suitability for the role probably also comes from the fact that
the role was created for Luigia Bendazzi,43 a much more dramatic soprano, who specialized in “canto
di forza.” However, Bendazzi was also known for her great dynamic flexibility and Verdi had relied
on that flexibility for the role of Amelia, which alternates dramatic moments with passages of
“vaporous” singing.44 Moreover, in the revised version of Simon Boccanegra the cabaletta of Amelia’s
cavatina, which contained several forza elements (and a tessitura similar to that of Lady Macbeth’s
“Or tutti sorgete”) was removed, therefore turning Amelia’s vocality more to the lyric side. Still, forza
passages are still required of the interpreter in moments such as “He comes” (I/B/0), where they are
required to hold a high B over a ff in the orchestra.
Gabriele is first heard off stage at the end of Amelia’s cantabile, his voice coming out of
Amelia’s diminuendo at the end of the aria. He “enters quickly”45 when Amelia says “my yearning
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heart breaks its bonds,”46 so that they can “sing: beloved! together.”47 When Amelia says “I am afraid”
(I/B/15-C/0), Gabriele “takes two steps back and, surprised, he exclaims: What?”48 Amelia then
“comes close to him again, and in an even more subdued tone she says: I know your secret.”49 Amelia
knows that Gabriele is plotting something that will lead “her to the grave and him to the gallows.”50
When Gabriele asks her to explain, she says that she has seen him wondering restlessly in the shadow
of the night. “At Gabriele’s question: who? Amelia, even more agitated, replies: You and Andrea, and
Lorenzino, and others.”51 Gabriele “comes close to her taking her hand”52 and asks her to keep quiet,
because he fears that the information might be overheard. Gabriele then invites her to “dispel the
gloomy phantoms,”53 and when she replies “you call them phantoms?”54 she “takes him by the hand
and turns him slightly towards the sea, at which she hints.”55
In the following andantino (“Come and look at the azure shimmering sea”) Amelia and
Gabriele are both in the proscenium. Soon after the end of the andantino, in a scene that functions as
a tempo di mezzo, Amelia sees Pietro in the background and “makes an exclamation of surprise.”56
Gabriele wants to see who that is but she stops him from doing so. Pietro then enters and announces
the Doge’s visit, which makes Gabriele “extremely agitated.”57 Amelia tells Gabriele that the Doge is
probably coming to ask her hand in marriage for his right-hand man and asks him to accelerate their
wedding.
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Gabriele “agrees with great joy,”58 and in the following Allegro brillante (I/M/0), which
functions as a cabaletta, the two sing holding each other’s hands.59 After the Allegro Amelia goes
towards the palace entrance “after a quick and affectionate goodbye to Gabriele,”60 who leaves from
the opposite side and meets Fiesco.
Gabriele’s vocality is quite standard for the Verdian repertoire of the time, to the point that
some have considered him a tenor role with no personality.61 After all, it was a kind of voice that
“Verdi himself did not consider in general capable of delineating great inner conflicts, deep
psychological nuances, or tragic attitudes.”62 However, Gabriele’s role is still quite dramatic and his
psychology does evolve throughout the opera, making use of the whole expressive range that is typical
for the Verdi tenor:

the Verdi tenor is essentially in a state of equilibrium between lyrical ecstasy and nostalgic, elegiac
abandon, on one hand, and ardent, vigorous outbursts, whether patriotic, moral, or simply amorous,
on the other. These two diverse and almost opposite elements sometimes follow one another
without a break, either in ensembles, in duets, or in the course of a single aria.63

Gabriele evolves throughout the opera somewhat in the opposite direction to Paolo’s: he goes from
despising the Doge and even attempting to murder him, to becoming his paladin and protector.
The role of Gabriele was interpreted at La Scala by Francesco Tamagno, one of the finest tenors
of the second half of the nineteenth century. Tamagno had a voice of steel, but also great taste and
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elegance that prevented him from falling into the stylistic features that would have been typical of
Verismo in the following century. His voice had a clear timbre with a very powerful squillo, and his
phrasing was skillful and well measured out. As with D’Angeri, Verdi was not completely happy with
him either, mostly because he considered his acting and interpretation skills to be inferior to his strictly
vocal skills.64 Similarly to the role of Amelia, what is required of Gabriele is not only the ability to
successfully perform forza passages and the piercing squillo to hold the high As over the orchestra,
but also a quite nuanced dynamic range and the ability to produce mezza voce and sweet, subdued
sounds as is the case in the duet with Amelia that opens this first act.65
It is quite rare to find such singers, mostly because the majority of the tenors after Tamagno’s
generation began incorporating Verismo elements in their singing and lost the aristocratic elegance
that vocally reflected Verdi’s aesthetic intention not to copy reality but rather to invent reality. With a
character like Gabriele, who certainly presents some dramatic elements that could seem to go in the
direction of a realistic imitation of passions, it is dangerously easy to turn him into a Verismo character
ante litteram, losing all the subtleties that Verdi had imagined for his vocality.
When Gabriele meets Fiesco, he is about to tell him about his love for Amelia, but Fiesco
precedes him and finishes his sentence for him. Gabriele "listens with great interest and surprise”66 as
Fiesco tells him about Amelia’s humble origin. He then confirms that he loves Amelia no matter what
her origin is, and, in the Sostenuto religioso that follows (I/B/3), which “must be sung and acted with
great calmness and expression,”67 Fiesco gives Gabriele his blessing to marry Amelia. When the
trumpets announce the Doge’s arrival Gabriele and Fiesco leave.
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The Doge arrives, and when he turns to Amelia, she bows to salute him. As the Doge asks if
he is speaking to Amelia Grimaldi, she “ingenuously replies”68 that it is her name. When Boccanegra
hands her the parchment with his declaration of forgiveness for the Grimaldi family she “reads it
eagerly and then, moved and surprised, she exclaims: What do I see!...Their forgiveness?”69 and as she
“makes the gesture to give the parchment back to the Doge,”70 he invites her to keep it.
Amelia then hands the parchment to one of her ladies in waiting and dismisses them. When the
Doge and Amelia then are left alone, Boccanegra’s questions and Amelia’s answers, “the anxiety, the
Doge’s ever growing interest are so clearly sculpted in the music, that it is unnecessary to indicate the
required actions on stage.”71 This is one of several instances in the opera in which Verdi specifies that
the desired dramatic effect of the scene will only be obtained with two singers who are also great
actors, and that no scenic description can make up for singers who are not able to act out the passions
and emotions that animate their actions.72
This scene was most likely thoroughly rehearsed under Verdi’s supervision, especially from
the acting point of view, as we can gather from Verdi’s comments on Anna D’Angeri: “It would have
been better if the medallion and the parchment had been there already to get d’Angeri used to the stage
props… She needs it very much…She needs it too much!”73 Such a comment constitutes further
evidence of Verdi’s care for every detail in order to achieve the best possible effect of naturalness in
the acting and in the overall unfolding of the scene.
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After the recognition and the following a due, Amelia “says goodbye to the Doge and goes
towards the palace entrance,”74 and after a few steps she “turns around again and, caught by the
momentum of daughterly love, she runs to her father exclaiming: Father!”75
In the Act I finale, Gabriele is among the rebels of the Guelf upheaval that Paolo and Pietro are
observing from the window of the Council Chamber; he breaks into the room with his sword
unsheathed, dragged by two of the people (I/L/0). When the Doge asks Gabriele why he is holding his
sword “the two who are keeping him still release him and take a step back.”76 Gabriele replies that he
has murdered Lorenzino, and the crowd cries that he is an assassin. Boccanegra is “disgusted and steps
back from Gabriele, leaving some space between them.”77
In the meantime Amelia enters the scene not seen and goes towards the center behind the
chorus. Verdi takes the pain to specify that

the artist who interprets Amelia must not ask the chorus members to make space for her, almost
notifying the audience that the prima donna is about to arrive: it is Amelia herself who must make
her way through the people and suddenly appear.78

Once more Verdi goes in the opposite direction to the operatic traditions in the name of dramatic
coherence and verisimilitude. Indeed, by making her way through the crowd by herself, it really does
seem as if she were running through to prevent Gabriele from murdering the Doge. She “interposes
herself between the two and says to Gabriele: Strike me!”79 Everyone is extremely surprised by
Amelia’s arrival, and steps back. Amelia “goes closer to the Doge to tell him in a subdued tone: Oh!
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Doge! You save Adorno.”80 The Doge therefore demands that nobody hurt Gabriele, and then turs to
Amelia, asking her to explain how her abduction happened.
The first part of Amelia’s story81 (I/Q/0) is a cantabile in a style similar to that of the first part
of her duet with the Doge in the first part of the act (“orfanella il tetto umile” [The lowly roof of a poor
woman]) [Example 2, p. 130]. It insists in the middle range and is constructed upon a 6/8 barcarole
that is typically associated to the sea in this opera. The following section, Più allegro (I/R/0), in which
Amelia remembers how three henchmen suddenly abducted her and she found herself in a boat, is set
to music by Verdi using a higher degree of declamato, which is more suitable from the dramatic point
of view.
The chorus “will pay great attention to Amelia’s story;”82 when Amelia is questioned about the
identity of the instigator of her abduction, as the Counselors accuse each other, Amelia is taken with
fear; she “steps back, and walks closer to the Doge.”83 Boccanegra then stops the fight and addresses
both parties with his plea for peace. The ensemble that follows must be “sung by everyone with
calmness and sweetness,”84 and Amelia’s cry for peace (I/XX/10-12) ends the ensemble a cappella on
a note of great sweetness.
Indeed, in this Act I finale Amelia has sufficient space to show aspects of her vocality,
psychology and personality other than those of a young fragile woman. Her physical fragility is in fact
mirrored by a great moral strength, which emerges both as she remembers and tells the story about her
abduction and as she joins her father’s cry for peace in the following ensemble.
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Gabriele offers his sword to the Doge but Boccanegra refuses it, replying that his word is
enough. In the final scene, in which the Doge curses the abductor and Paolo is forced to curse himself,
Verdi specifies that “the movements of the other actors and of the chorus, except for Amelia, must not
be those of people who clearly understand the allusions of the Doge, because nobody suspects Paolo.”85

5.1 Act II

We first encounter Gabriele in Act II when Paolo sends Pietro for him and Fiesco in prison.
Fiesco does not agree to take part in Paolo’s plotting, and Gabriele too, initially resists and “haughtily
replies: Vile plot.”86 When Paolo insinuates that the Doge intends to seduce Amelia Gabriele is
“surprised and exclaims: Sly demon, cease to speak.”87 However, when Paolo locks him in the room
and leaves, Gabriele is forced de facto to accept the deed.
Gabriele, “at the peak of rage exclaims: Oh Hell!”88 The following recitative and the Allegro
sostenuto “must be declaimed with great forza and with a greatly dramatic tone.” This is one of the
moments where the dramatic side of Gabriele’s vocality emerges the most, in an aria that recalls the
texture of “Cortigiani, vil razza dannata!” from Rigoletto, another dramatic moment of overwhelming
rage.
It is quite significant that Gabriele’s emotional outburst is set to a bipartite aria, rather than to
a cantabile, tempo di mezzo and cabaletta. This allows for more nuances within the set pieces, and a
more natural evolution of Gabriele’s emotional state. He is at the peak of his rage at II/C/0, and then,
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“overcome by great pain,”89 he calms down at II/D/0, leading to the Largo at II/D/9, where he asks the
heavens to have Amelia back “pure as the angel that guards her honor,”90 and that if she has been
dishonored by the Doge, he would rather never see her again. In the second part of his aria, Gabriele’s
vocality turns more to legato phrases and subdued dynamics, similarly to some passages of the duet
with Amelia in Act I.
When Amelia walks on stage she is extremely “surprised”91 to see Gabriele and asks him why
he is there. Gabriele is “overwhelmed with jealousy: Amelia’s evasive answers make his fury grow”92
(II/n.9/A). However, “when he hears Amelia’s grieved tone, Gabriele calms down and comes closer to
her to say, with great expression: Speak, restore your beloved’s faith in your heart’s innocence”93
(II/n.9/B). The a due that follows must end with “great sweetness.”94
The sound of a trumpet announces the arrival of the Doge, and Amelia is “extremely agitated.”95
In this tempo di mezzo she “begs him to flee, but Gabriele refuses: Amelia, at the peak of despair, grabs
him by the arm and anxiously says: I will die with you in this same moment:”96 she will die with him if
he does not take pity on her despair and flee. Gabriele, once again taken by jealousy and suspicion,
“wiggles out of Amelia’s hand and ironically replies: Take pity on you?”97 Then, “a thought suddenly
possesses him and, as he suddenly represses the rage that pervades him, with a dark and repressed tone
he says: It is fate’s will.”98
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Amelia, “more and more agitated, grabs him by the arm again, and, with an imploring and
heartrending tone, she slowly drags him towards the balcony.”99 Gabriele is almost “unaware of what
is happening,”100 pervaded as he is “by a terrible idea,”101 and he lets Amelia drag him “as he repeats:
Let fate’s will be fulfilled, he shall die.”102 On the last measure of the cabaletta (II/n.9/E/28), Amelia
almost “forcefully pushes Gabriele onto the balcony, immediately closing the shutters.”103 Then,
“barely able to stand and overwhelmed by such strong emotions,”104 she walks towards the Doge who
is entering.
As Boccanegra slowly enters reading a paper, Amelia will have had the time to “sufficiently
calm down,”105 and the two greet each other with a loving tone. The Doge then “notices Amelia’s
agitation,”106 and before she can explain he interrupts her and says that he knows that she is upset
because she is in love. When the Doge asks her if her beloved is worthy of her heart, Amelia, “reassured
by her father’s affectionate words, replies: Oh! father! The bravest among the Ligurians.”107
However, when Amelia names Gabriele, Boccanegra “cannot hold back his surprise and he
comes forward exclaiming: My enemy.”108 He shows Amelia that Gabriele’s name is written on the list
of the conspirators on paper that he holds, and opposes to Amelia’s pleas until she “exclaims: I shall
die with him.”109 These words “strike the Doge, who turns around to look at Amelia, while he asks her
with a grieved tone: You love him so?”110 At this point, Amelia comes forward and with an expressive
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tone she cries: I love him.”111 The Doge comes forward too, and “with grief he says: O cruel fate,”112
then he stays “for a moment absorbed in grieving thoughts, while Amelia watches him with restless
expectation.”113
When Boccanegra turns to her and “adds: Listen: if he repents…”114 Amelia, “interrupts with
sudden joy to say: He will… and when she says: Beloved father! she jumps in his arms.”115 When the
Doge kindly asks Amelia to leave him, she insists to stay, knowing that Gabriele is hiding on the
balcony. Boccanegra refuses and she “leaves her father with difficulty.”116 As she leaves, “with a
repressed tone she says: Dear God! How can I save him?”117
The Doge is left alone, and, after drinking from the poisoned cup, he falls into a tormented
sleep. Gabriele opens the shutters of the balcony and enters the room, “cautious and holding a dagger.
He cautiously moves closer to the Doge and contemplates him.”118 As he looks at Boccanegra,
“extremely sottovoce, but pronouncing very clearly, Gabriele says: He sleeps!... but the courage to
accomplish the cruel deed fails him.”119 Then, “taken by rage again, […] almost invoking the ghost of
his father with a forceful but always repressed tone he says: Son of Adorno.”120
At this point, Amelia enters and as she sees Gabriele and understands what he is about to do
she runs and stops him as he is about to strike the Doge. Verdi specifies again that “the dialogue
between Amelia and Gabriele must be sung with great anxiety, but always with a repressed tone in
order not to wake the Doge up.”121 Nonetheless, the Doge wakes up and, when he sees Amelia and
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Gabriele he “makes an exclamation of surprise”122 and going towards them he “forcefully says: Here
is my chest.”123 Amelia is “astounded”124 and she turns to the Doge. As Gabriele “answers the Doge’s
questions with pride,”125 Amelia “interposes herself between the two screaming: Have mercy!”126
When the Doge explains that Gabriele has already taken revenge for his father, because he has
taken Boccanegra’s dearest thing, his daughter, “Gabriele is struck by immense surprise and disgust
for the crime that he was about to commit: the dagger falls from his hand and he goes towards the Doge
exclaiming: You are her father!”127 Gabriele then turns to Amelia, and “with a moved tone he says:
Forgive me. Then, turning to the Doge, with a feeling of horror he exclaims: Doge, the veil is torn…I
am an assassin!”128
After Gabriele’s exclamation, the Doge reflects on whether to save Gabriele or not
(II/n.10/M/0), leading to the following ensemble. This ensemble is a vivid example of how Verdi could
obtain powerful dramatic effects by combining contrasting elements that are not static throughout the
piece, but rather evolve as it unfolds. Each of the three characters begins in a different emotional state
from the others: the Doge is torn between his reputation and credibility and his desire to forgive yet
another enemy; Amelia is praying to her dead mother to inspire mercy in her father; Gabriele is still in
a state of shock after Boccanegra’s revelation.
Vocally speaking, Amelia starts the ensemble with a wide sung out descending line spanning
an octave from Eb5 to Eb4. Below her line, Verdi very effectively renders Boccanegra’s tormented
thought with short declamato interventions with narrow intervals except for the seventh jump,
significantly on the word “enemy” (II/n10/M/5). The Doge then decides to forgive, and his line
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suddenly becomes wide and sung out like Amelia’s (II/n10/M/8).Gabriele only comes in at II/n10/M/8,
almost obsessively repeating “I am an assassin.” His line stays on the lower range, as if he were talking
to himself, barely able to understand, and only reaches the higher register when he repeats “Kill me, I
do not dare to raise my eyes” (II/n.10/M/9-12).
The ensemble is followed by the distant sound of the people’s upheaval. Amelia goes to the
window to observe as the masses approach. Verdi specifies that “the chorus: To arms, to arms, oh
Ligurians must start extremely afar and come closer and closer until the end of the act.”129 To obtain
this effect Verdi wants the chorus to be placed back stage. The entire external left side of the stage must
be free, so that the chorus can start marching along the left side. The march must be organized so that
the chorus will find itself entirely along the left side of the stage, and everyone will turn around to sing
the last measures facing the stage to obtain the fortissimo effect.130
Verdi goes even further explaining that the disposition basses, tenors, sopranos, trumpets
worked very well at La Scala because none of the parts was covered by the others. However, Verdi
points out, “each opera house has its own acoustic so a change in the disposition may be necessary. It
will therefore be necessary to rehearse the chorus with the staging in place, and from the orchestra it
will be possible to judge exactly when the desired effect is obtained.”131
During the chorus, the three characters on stage will be “taken by different emotional states:
Amelia, looking out the window, will be extremely agitated and then she will turn to the Doge and say:
the people are approaching.”132 When the Doge tells Gabriele to join the rebels who are on his side,
Gabriele “opposes with a determined refusal”133 and promises to fight on the Doge’s side. Boccanegra
promises Amelia to him as a prize and the two lovers are overwhelmed with joy.
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As they hear “the people’s furious cries, the Doge and Gabriele unsheathe their swords
screaming: To arms: Amelia, still agitated and moved, says goodbye to them one last time and
exclaims: Father!”134 She starts praying as they leave.

5.2 Act III

Amelia and Gabriele only appear at the end of Act III, after the reconciliation between Fiesco
and Boccanegra has occurred. The newlywed couple “is surprised to see the Doge and Fiesco close to
one another,”135 and when the Doge explains, “Amelia takes a step forward and exclaims: Oh joy!”136
and expresses her happiness for the end of all hatred between them. The Doge “solemnly replies:
Everything is over, daughter”137 and Amelia, “surprised,”138 goes to her father and “with Gabriele she
cries: What are you talking about?”139
Verdi specifies that “the uttermost emotion is in everyone’s facial expression, as they silently
witness this excruciating scene.”140 When the Doge explains that he is bound to die because of the
poison, Amelia and Gabriele, “overwhelmed by despair cry: How is this possible?” and they fall to the
Doge’s feet; the Doge then stands and blesses the couple.
Amelia and Gabriele stand and “Amelia, hugging her father, with the most sorrowful tone cries:
No, you will not die : Gabriele in turn says: Oh father, oh father!”141 Amelia and Gabriele sustain the
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Doge, as “they exclaim in the most excruciating tone: You will not die!”142 The last time Amelia
pronounces the phrase she walks away from the Doge in despair, but “he calls her back to him with the
words: Come close, oh daughter.”143 As strength starts to fail Boccanegra, Amelia and Gabriele drag
him to a chair. Gabriele is appointed Doge by Boccanegra just before his death. Boccanegra then cries
his daughter’s real name before he falls back dead. “Amelia and Gabriele, with an excruciating scream
exclaim: Father! Father! and they kneel by the corpse.”144
Everyone remains completely still until the end of curtain fall.
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CONCLUSIONS

Throughout this work I have attempted to provide tangible evidence of Verdi’s allencompassing idea of drama in Simon Boccanegra. The first chapter introduced the different
components of Verdi’s dramatic conception and the disposizione scenica as the central document of
this work. In the following chapters, the reader was able to follow each character’s journey throughout
the opera as it is presented in the disposizione scenica to Simon Boccanegra. For each character I have
outlined some nodal points in the plot that are relevant to their psychological evolution or to the
dramatic unfolding of the opera in general. The analyses of these moments of the opera offered the
opportunity to give practical examples of Verdi’s dramatic conception and of the way in which the
single components of the opera (music, vocality, and staging) are molded and directed towards a single
desired dramatic effect.
In this process, the disposizione scenica has proved to be not only a structural framework but
also and most of all a valuable document and analytical tool. Indeed, the historical value of the
disposizione is considerable for many reasons. First of all, it offers a glimpse of Verdi’s dramatic
conception at the time of the revision of this opera. Of course, the composer’s ideas are clear enough
from his correspondence, but the disposizione shows the reader how these theoretical ideas about
theatricality and dramatic cohesion are put into practice in a specific context. It is one thing to think
abstractly of an all-encompassing idea of drama; it is quite another to witness first-hand its progressive
realization as the opera unfolds.
Indeed, Simon Boccanegra reflects a very mature stage of evolution of Verdi’s dramatic
conception, according to which
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in the theatre, just as it is sometimes admirable if composers have the talent to not make music and
are able to step aside, so also in the case of poets, sometimes intelligible, theatrical words [parola
evidente e scenica]1 are better than a beautiful verse.2

What emerges from Verdi’s words is the idea that there is no rivalry or hierarchy between the
different artistic components of an opera, but rather that they all work together towards the realization
the same dramatic idea, and each art involved in this process must be ready to step aside if it serves
the dramatic purpose. This of course applies to composers as well as librettists, and it is what makes
Verdi a man of the theatre before even being a composer.
Throughout this work the reader has seen how Verdi already had a complete theatrical image
of the effect that he wanted to achieve before even beginning to compose the opera. The composer did
not work on preliminary projects to be gradually integrated and completed, but rather he already had
a global theatrical idea of the work articulated in a few nodal points, which were then developed.
Hence Verdi’s idea “either the operas [are] for the singers, or the singers [are] for the operas,”3 and
his–at the time–extremely controlling attitude on every aspect of the performance:

“[I want] the artists to sing not in their own way, but rather in mine; all in all, I want everything to
depend on me, and only one will power to dominate everything: my own. This might seem a little
tyrannical!...and maybe it is true. However, if the opera is spontaneous, the Idea is One, and
everything must contribute to the shaping of it.4
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As tyrannical as it may seem, Verdi’s attitude is more reasonable if seen in the historical context
of a time when having a definitive version of a work that could make it reproduceable at any time in
any place was a vital necessity.5 Although most of the Italian states had approved laws on copyright
already in the first half of the 19th century, the political fragmentation of the Italian peninsula before
1861 undermined the actual legal protection of works of art throughout the various states. It was not
until 1865 that Italy approved a unified law on copyright, and Verdi was among the most active
supporters of it.6
Along with the possibility to protect works of art from alteration and appropriation, the idea of
creating a repertoire as a national monument is relevant and connected to Verdi’s attitude as well. The
idea of a corpus of works that were stable and fixed as a museum of national art was very popular at
the time and strictly connected to the Romantic striving for the definition of national identity.
Therefore, a document such as the livret de mise en scene, or disposizione scenica in Italy, in which
the composer could secure and establish the most minute details of the first staging of an opera, was a
precious tool both for the reproducibility of the work elsewhere and a piece of evidence that could
prevent any alteration of the original staging in the future.7
Today, the disposizione scenica represents a valuable document to the academic community
both as a piece of historical evidence of performance practice at the time, and as an overview of Verdi’s
dramatic conception of the work. But what is the value of this document to performance practice today?
I believe this to be a complex question to answer, especially since the staging and direction is an
additional artistic element to consider in the production of an opera.
Certainly, it is possible and helpful to make a distinction between at least two different kinds
of indications on the disposizione: those concerning the style of singing and vocality, and those
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concerning staging, movement, physiognomy, and gesture. The former, in my opinion, can be mostly
followed to the letter in any production of the opera, largely because they represent an addition to the
score and find their correspondence in the score. Indications such as sottovoce, mezza voce, or on the
opposite side con forza, gridando, always find their dynamic and dramatic correspondence in the score
and in the orchestration. Therefore, in my opinion it is not only possible but also desirable for singers
to follow these precious indications in order to maintain dramatic and musical unity in the opera.
On the other hand, the issue with the staging and movement indications is rather delicate, and
deserves further discussion. Indeed, at the time when Simon Boccanegra was revised, the first
experiments which separated the figure of the director from that of the actor-manager were being
carried out in the realm of spoken theatre in Germany and France.8 However, it was not until the end
of the 19th century that the early figure of the director extended to opera with the stagings of Appia
and Craig.9
Verdi’s control over every aspect of his works and performances somehow represents an
intermediate stage, in which the figure of the librettist, who had been historically in charge of the
staging,10 had been set aside but not substituted with a professional director. Although Verdi did feel
the need for a professional figure who could take responsibility for the scenic apparatus, he did not
view this role as an artistic one, but rather as someone in charge of supervising the realization of his
own staging,11 which he viewed as the “‘correct’ performance against which deviations could be
measured and brought back into line.”12
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One possible use of the disposizione for a director today, is to exactly reproduce the scenic
apparatus and costumes described and prescribed in the document. In fact, this has been done already
with Simon Boccanegra in the 1988 production at the Teatro Comunale in Florence. Although this
certainly is a very interesting experiment, I believe that it presents several shortcomings. Firstly, the
idea that by reviving Verdi’s staging we are able to perform the opera exactly how the composer
imagined it, therefore offering the “long-forgotten aesthetic heart”13 of the opera, is quite an illusion:

It would be wiser and more accurate to acknowledge that we can never experience these operas as
they were originally experienced. Their former social and theatrical contexts are not recoverable,
at least in any spontaneous way, and those spontaneous contexts were essential to their total
effect.14

As interesting an experiment as it may be, reproducing a production as a historical documentary
to relive the past cannot be the sole aim of a performance today, especially because it lacks a true act
of interpretation on the director’s side. Indeed, the choice of mechanically reproducing what is written
on the disposizione denies the artistic figure of the director and washes its hands of a true engagement
with the text that can allow us to “exploit the product of the creator’s imagination in the circumstances
of today.”15
Instead, it is essential to ensure the vitality of an opera that a director engage with the text and make
interpretative choices:

the author of a work intended for performance invites performers to collaborate. He suggests the
path to the work. He may even imagine a preferred outcome. But the inescapable fact about

13

Alison Latham and Roger Parker eds., Verdi in Performance, Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2001.
xiii, 196 p.+8 p. plates, p. 3.
14
Latham and Parker, Verdi in Performance, p. 3.
15
Tom Sutcliffe, Believing in Opera, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996, p. 46. Also cfr Parker, “Reading the
Livrets”, p. 148.
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performing arts is that the creator depends on others to finish his creation anew each time it is
performed.16

Of course, this does not mean that it is desirable to completely disregard the disposizione as far
as the staging indications are concerned. On the contrary, the disposizione constitutes yet one more
text with which directors have the possibility to engage in their creative process. Although the specific
stage movements prescribed cannot be followed, there are fundamental structural dramatic elements
to Simon Boccanegra, such as the tinta and the civic and political values that emerge throughout the
document and that are nodal points that drive the opera and ensure dramatic cohesion: those cannot be
missed. In other words, I believe that any modern staging should consider these structural elements in
order to create a new interpretation that adds meaning and levels to the opera and does not take
anything away from its unity and organicity as an all-encompassing dramatic conception.
The awareness resulting from an in-depth study of the score, the libretto, and the disposizione
is likely to be reflected in the staging. As far as Simon Boccanegra is concerned, elements such as the
sea, the dark tinta, the pessimism and the civic and political values that drive this opera must be taken
into consideration because they shape the characters and the work. In many instances, the disposizione
offers indications of movement and physiognomy that bring out a very deep and detailed connection
between the text, music, and staging. The director will work their way through the disposizione scenica
neither with a devotional nor with a biased attitude, but rather with a practical attitude that will
“distinguish between degrees of prescription and perhaps agree that there are certain groupings, certain
positions on stage, and certain timings that simply cannot be improved.”17
The singers cast in any modern production would also greatly benefit from relating to the
disposizione in order to understand the psychological and dramatic evolution of their character

16
17

Sutcliffe, Believing in Opera, p. 48.
Andrew Porter, “In Praise of the Pragmatic”, in Latham and Parker, Verdi in Performance, p. 23-27: 26.
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throughout the opera. A thorough reflection on the character and the crucial turning points in the opera
that motivate the character’s psychological evolution can help a singer to balance out their acting
throughout the opera. In fact, the disposizione can be a useful tool for singers to maintain their creative
autonomy from both the director and the conductor, and to bring their own creative contribution to the
production.
Ultimately, Verdi’s fundamental idea that all the components of an opera should work towards
the achievement of the same dramatic effect and cohesion is made more challenging by the presence
of yet another artistic personality, but not impossible. Although achieving a true and effective
teamwork situation is often arduous due to the short rehearsal time and different visions of the opera,
I believe that the ability to “s’effacer”18 combined, of course, with professionalism is probably the
most precious skill to practice and cultivate. As long as each one of the artistic personalities involved
in a production is able to put their ego and personal view aside to serve a bigger and higher purpose
that includes the other artistic components, I believe that a living, modern and interpretive production
of Simon Boccanegra could offer a new perspective on the opera without undermining the dramatic
cohesion of the work.
The true purpose of this dissertation is to offer a supporting text to singers, conductors, directors,
repetiteurs and all the artistic personalities alike involved in the preparation of a production of Simon
Boccanegra. I hope that my work on the disposizione scenica will facilitate an organic, allencompassing vision of the opera and, most of all, the awareness, to use Abramo Basevi’s words, that

it is not true that the task of the conductor and of the singer becomes servile and without dignity
when it meets and resonates with that of the poet. By giving more color to the poetry with the
suavity of the notes, the conductor is a poet himself, because he elevates poetry to a height that the
recited verse by itself is not able to reach. The singer is the one that embodies the poet’s and the
18

Letter from Verdi to Boito, Genoa January 15th 1881, in Fabrizio Della Seta, Not without madness: perspectives on
opera. Chicago: 2013, University of Chicago Press, p. 203.
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conductor’s concept, absorbing their work and recreating it by bringing it to life. The singer is not
a puppet, but rather a creator, because some things that neither the poet nor the conductor can
imagine are operated by the singer, who adds to the music what the music adds to the poetry.19

19

Abramo Basevi, “Il poeta il maestro ed il cantante [Per la riforma musicale in Italia]”, L'Armonia, Anno I, N. 11 (March
11th 1856): 41-42.
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Example 1 – Prologue – Aria Fiesco
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Example 2 – Act I Finale – Amelia
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Example 3 – Act I Finale – Curse Scene
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Example 4 – Act II – Paolo Fiesco duet
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Example 5 – Act III – Boccanegra Fiesco duet
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